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ABSTRACT

The dissertation analyzes photographic images of dead bodies that appeared in
news settings related to warfare in the United States in three distinct eras – the 1860s, the
1940s, and the 1960s. The primary subject of the analysis are photographs of corpses
created in the context of the American Civil War (1861-1865), World War II including
the immediate aftermath of the Holocaust (1939-1946), and conflict and war in Vietnam
(1950-1975). While the sample represents a partial catalogue of images of the dead in the
context of warfare since photography emerged in the 1840s as a medium for
disseminating news, the selected epochs represent key moments in the development of
news photography and thus offer a broad cross section of historical periods in which
mortality was part of the news agenda. Findings indicate a consistent distribution and
level of graphic explicitness in photographs of dead bodies in the context of each war.
Most of the images that have emerged as iconic are associated with the later stages of
each war.
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PREFACE

Photographic images focusing on dead individuals are laden with complex and
multivalent meanings. In the words of Messaris and Abraham (2001), “visual images
have the capacity of conveying messages that would meet with greater resistance if put in
words.”1 For this reason, the dissertation takes a multivalent analytical approach, ranging
from content analysis of a large sample of images based on framing theory to quantitative
analysis of key individual images rooted in critical theory and historical method.
This dissertation examines the distribution of photographs depicting dead bodies and
moral injuries during three major wars in which Americans were involved. It also
explores the concept, most closely associated with Susan Sontag, that documentary
images depicting horrible or traumatic events are connected to empathy and yet defy
understanding.2 Sontag has proposed that images depicting graphic trauma or death
inoculate member of the public against maintaining sympathy for victims, or from taking
meaningful action. Her opinion seems to be in the minority, but nevertheless has dawn a
strong reaction. Other scholars, such as Kevin Grant, Heide Fehrenbach, and Davide
Rodogno, have argued that images of suffering and death retain the visceral power to
shock and motivate individuals to action.3 Tracing the historic evolution of images of

Paul Messaris and Linus Abraham, “The Role of Images in Framing news stories,” in Framing Public
Life: Perspectives on Media and Our Understanding of the Social World (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates, 2001).
1

2

Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1977).

Kevin Grant,” The Limits of Exposure: Atrocity Photographs in the Congo Reform Campaign, “ in
Humanitarian Photography: A History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015); Heide Fehrenbach
and Davide Rodogno, “‘A Horrific Photo of a Drown Syrian Child’ Humanitarian Photography and NGO
3

xii

corpses and the mortally injured during times of war, this dissertation critically assesses
the ways in which framing has positioned images of dead or imperiled subjects as
familiar or the other – comrade or enemy as it were – to invite the formation of attitudes
of empathy or revulsion. Crucial to this conception are contextual clues that construct the
identity of victims along racial, economic, and ethnic axes.
At the onset, a working hypothesis was that visual clues focusing on eliciting sympathetic
and empathetic responses were most manifest in photographs that are familiar to white,
Anglo-Saxon American audiences (e.g. American, Caucasian, economically stable)
whereas those depicting “others” (foreign, non-Caucasian) would be marked by frames
that emphasize distinction, the horrifying, and the abject. A number of outliers challenge
and complicate this simple equation. First, image of the American Civil War, which
tended not to discriminate among this dialectic of familiar and unfamiliar, presents
challenges to this conception of the abject or “other” versus the familiar. Second,
photographs of the Holocaust in Germany and Eastern Europe by American
photographers such as Margaret Bourke-White and Lee Miller as well as images from the
atomic blasts in Japan conflate or vacillate between frames associated with otherness,
horror, and empathy. Third, photographs of dead bodies taken during the Vietnam
Conflict are often framed in such a manner as to call into question the distinctions
between familiarity and otherness as well as the morality of warfare itself.
The methodological approach is mixed, consisting of content analysis of the
framing of three sets of historic photographs created in documentary or news contexts,

Media Strategies in Historical Perspective,” International Review of the Red Cross 97, no. 900 (2015):
1121-1155.

xiii

combined with examination of collected photographs from each from the perspective of
critical and historical analysis. The sample was drawn from databases of the Associated
Press, Library of Congress, Getty/Time Life Archives, and Magnum. Keywords were
“dead,” “death,” “mortality,” and “corpse.” Only images that included bodies, both in full
or partial view, as well as the recognizable presence of dead bodies such as the silhouette
of the figure visible beneath a sheet, have been included in the sample. The second
method of analysis consists of in-depth examination of images from the sample selected
because they are representative of the photographic work charactering the historical
period or series of events that marked each war. Some of these images that have become
iconic, or ingrained in the collective memory, to the degree that they have defined
understanding of the war over years and color contemporary public opinion. Others have
remained obscure, yet are nevertheless illuminate the nature of the conflict that they
represent. Public perception of what is not only newsworthy, but worthy of continued
reflection and consideration, is contingent on the mass circulation of such images. The
strong emotions associated with death, particularly images that are graphic, horrifying, or
possess immediacy, has resulted in photographs of the dead attracting outsize attention
and interest. For a number of reasons including propriety, privacy, and not wanting to
offend the audience, images of the dead that have entered the news cycle are atypical and
generally used because of shock value that they possess.
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CHAPTER I – INTRODUCTION

To suffer is one thing; another thing is living with the photographed images of suffering,
which does not necessarily strengthen conscience and the ability to be compassionate. It
can also corrupt them. Once one has seen such images, one has started down the road of
seeing more - and more. Images transfix. Images anesthetize
― Susan Sontag, On Photography (1977)4
Perhaps the only people with the right to look at images of [a real horror] are those who
could do something to alleviate it . . . or those who could learn from it.
― Susan Sontag, Looking at War (2002)5
Ever since cameras were invented in 1839, photography has kept company with death.
― Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of
Others (2003)6
For nearly half a century, Sontag’s brief assessment of images that arouse painful
emotions has irritated critical theorists—Michael Lesy, William H. Gass, Michael
Starenko, and Colin I. Westerbeck, Jr., to name a few. Even Sontag herself later stepped
back from the idea that images of suffering and disaster “deaden conscientiousness” to
the same degree as they “arouse it,” writing:
Harrowing photographs do not inevitably lose their power to shock. But they
don’t help us much to understand. Narratives can make us understand.
Photographs do something else: they haunt us.7

4

Sontag, On Photography (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1977), 20.

5

Sontag, “Looking at War,” The New Yorker (December 9, 2002), 89.

6

Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2003), 24.

William H. Gass, “A Different Kind of Art,” The New York Times Book Review (December 18, 1977);
Michael Starenko, “On Photography,” New Art Examiner 5, no. 7 (April 1978); Michael Lesy, “An
Unacknowledged Autobiography,” Afterimage 5, no. 7 (January 1978); David L. Jacobs, “On Photography
(Sontag’s On Photography at 20),” Afterimage (1998); Colin I. Westerbeck, Jr., “On Sontag,” Artforum 16,
no. 8 (April 1978); Craig Seligman, Sontag & Kael: Opposites Attract Men (New York: Counterpoint,
2003); Sontag, “Looking at War,” The New Yorker (December 9, 2002): 82-98.
7

1

And yet, Sontag’s proposal is not so easily dismissed, perhaps because concerned news
photography poses a recurrent set of dilemmas for both photographer and viewer: How
can one document scenes of actual suffering and subjects that arouse revulsion without
being implicated as participant? Does gazing upon such images implicate us as voyeurs?
With repeated viewing, do we gradually become immune to the horrific effect of such
images? If so, why is it that we cannot look away each time a fresh scene of horror
presents itself? From whence does this compulsion to witness the suffering and
destruction of others arise? Is it wrong to gaze upon the face of death? Sontag herself
later offered a slight amendment to her earlier assessment: “Perhaps the only people with
the right to look at images of [a real horror] are those who could do something to
alleviate it . . . or those who could learn from it.”8 Thus, she seems to imply that
photographs of suffering and horror can serve a purpose if contextualized in a proper
manner.
Despite the potential for inspiring noble, humanitarian, heroic, or simply
empathetic action, the depiction of dead bodies is regarded as an unpleasant if not taboo
topic in nearly all cultures. Julia Kristeva has linked such images with the abject, or that
which is miserable, horrid, ignoble, degraded, and repulsive.9 Whether or not one chooses
to look at such images, to follow Sontag’s logic, contemporary publics nevertheless live
with the fact that they are readily available. Mass circulation of abject images, following
Sontag and Kristeva, is either superfluous or consciously indecent unless it is clearly

8

Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, 34.

9

Julia Kristeva, The Power of Horror: An Essay in Abjection (New York: Columbia University Press,
1982).

2

connected to a moral purpose that is apprehended and well understood by the public.
According to John Taylor, “[n]ews photographs remain as permanent as the papers
themselves" and "deepen the authenticity of the press's written accounts."10 To put this in
terms described by Stuart Hall, does encoding of images of the dead during war by
photographers and decoding by the viewing public support or obviate Sontag’s
contention that images of suffering "deaden consciousness"?11 Following Stuart Hall
further, what are the "moments" of production and reception of horrifying news images
associated with peril, death and disaster, and how are these moments marked by the range
of preferred, negotiated, and oppositional meanings of photographs of corpses? Finally,
does the racial and ethnic identity of the depicted bodies have significance?12
Languishing in the unpleasant, the abject, or the sublime, particularly when
indulged without restraint through the lens of aesthetic experience, was conceived as a
dangerous game, leading to results that were not always happy. Early modern
commentators frequently warned against too free an exercise of the imagination.
Novelists, for example, were roundly criticized for unloosing the fetters that governed the
expression of sentiments—unregulated thought and emotions was considered dangerous.
The eighteenth-century American pioneer of the study of mental illness William Rush,

10

John Taylor, Body Horror: Photojournalism, Catastrophe, and War (New York: New York University
Press, 1998), 4.
11

Sontag, On Photography, 20.

12

Stuart Hall, "Encoding/Decoding,” Culture, Media, Language: Working Papers in Cultural Studies,
1972-1973, edited by Stuart Hall, Dorothy Hobson, Andrew Lowe, and Paul Willis (Hutchinson: London,
1980), 128-138..
12

William Rush, Medical Inquiries and Observations, upon the Disease of the Mind , 2 vols. (Philadelphia:
Kimber and Richardson).

3

for example, noted that “nervous diseases increase in cities of Germany in proportion to
the fondness of the citizens of seeing tragedies.” Exposure to too many imaginary scenes
of distress may, in Rush’s words, “predispose to, or induce madness.”13 This effect is
related to the conclusion reached by Sontag that images “corrupt” and “anesthetize,”
leading one “down the road” of demanding ever more extreme photographic depictions of
real suffering.
The Macabre Connoisseurship
The “macabre connoisseurship” of photographs documenting catastrophe and
suffering, is related to the origin of Western attitudes toward unpleasant images.14
Aesthetics, from the Greek word aisthanomai, or perception using the senses, had been
conceived in rather neutral terms of stimulus and response from ancient times to the
Enlightenment. Foundational themes originate with the ancient Greek concept of tragedy,
defined as representation thought most capable of affecting the emotions, and thus
providing catharsis.15
The eighteenth century witnessed a renewed interest in aesthetic experience, and
was formative of modern attitudes about representations that excite the imagination with
ideas of astonishment - terror, pain, dread, fear, catastrophe, disaster, horror, and
suffering. The nucleus of the modern connoisseurship of the macabre is found in the first

13

Rush, Medical Inquiries, 66.

See Barry Venning, “A Macabre Connoisseurship: Byron and Turner and the Apprehension of
Shipwreck Subjects in Early Nineteenth-Century England,” Art History 8, no. 3 (September 1985), 303319.
14

15

On the role of catharsis in media as applied to release of aggression, see Douglas A. Gentile, "Catharsis
and Media Violence: A Conceptual Analysis," Societies 3, no. 4 (September 2013), 491-510.

4

synthetic theories of aesthetics, a field of inquiry defined by German Alexander Gottlieb
Baumgaten (b.1713) in 1735.16 His concept of epistêminê aeshetikê, or the science of
human sensation and imagination, linked the concepts of beauty, good taste, and, by
extension, a moral good. Baumgaten was among the first to link aisthanomai with the
apprehension of art as well as morality. He observed that art had an effect on the senses
to the degree that it caused within individuals pain or pleasure. From this experience, he
argued, general principles of taste and beauty may be deduced. Separating individual
preferences from universal principles presented a problem, one which Emmanuel Kant
would later argue in his Third Critiques of Judgment (1790), was by necessity based on
subjective experience that could somehow be defined and measured.17
These precedents were significant, but advanced German aesthetic theory was
rarely perused by Anglo-American readers nor was it represented in the media. What
emerged was a mediating force that drove home the larger points in familiar and
comprehensible language. British politician and prolific writer Edmund Burke, provided
just such an intercession, synthesizing broad, complex, and essentially German ideas
about the aesthetic of suffering in A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of
the Sublime and Beautiful, published in 1757. Using examples and appeals to reason,
Burke described the conditions under which representations arouse painful or joyous
emotions. That which is beautiful, for Burke, relaxes and uplifts the body. On the other

Peter Guyer, “18th Century German Aesthetics,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,” edited by
Edward N. Zalta (January 16, 2007), retrieved September 12, 2018.
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aesthetics-18th-german/
16

17

Emmanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, translated by J. H. Bernard (New York: Hafner Publishing,
1951).
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hand, he defined the sublime as a state of astonishment, or “that state of the soul, in
which all its motions are suspended, with some degree of horror,” and sublime
astonishment initiates a sort of physical pain, a tightening of the corporeal fibers. This
pain, Burke contended, made lived experience all the more precious and profound. Like
his German predecessors, Burke is adamant about linking images and art with moral
purpose, in stark contrast to Sontag’s concept of ethical distance.18
But Burke’s audience—much like contemporary audiences—worried that
representations bordering too closely on real suffering, or torment that is presented in too
immediate and vivid a manner, were too painful to endure. In 1809, an unidentified
author opined that a lady, who is presumably white, “would not, perhaps for a week,
recover from the shock she would receive on seeing a slave chastised in the West Indian
manner. . . . whereas the slave will recover in a few hours.” Unless the perception of
another’s distress was conditioned by some mediating screen—ethical signposts,
conventional representational modes, familiar narrative forms reinforcing social norms
and expectations—nineteenth-century commentators were terrified that viewing scenes of
horror would lead to madness. Still, throughout the nineteenth century, writers following
Burke insist that gazing upon scenes of “mimic distress” can be a delightful experience,

18

Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful
(London: R.J. Dodsey, 1757), 72. The first American edition, published anonymously in Philadelphia,
appeared in 1805, followed by an edition in 1806 by F. Bradford and J. Watts, also printed in Philadelphia.
Burke’s magisterial text struck a chord with English, and later American, audiences. Other writers followed
and expanded upon his approach, categories and concepts, notably, Sir Uvedale Price, Essay on the
Picturesque, as Compared to the Sublime and Beautiful (London: Printed for J. Robson, 1794) and Richard
Payne Knight’s An Analytical Inquiry into the Principles of Taste (London: Printed for T. Payne, Mews
Gate; and J. White, Fleet-Street by C. Mercier and Co. Northumberland-Court, Strand, 1805). For the most
part, these writers slavishly followed Burke, often to the point of plagiarism. The salience of the sublime in
mass media criticism has been examined by Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe in his book Beauty and the
Contemporary Sublime (New York: Allworth Press, 1999). Gilbert-Rolfe reinforces the argument presented
here that aesthetics are connected to morality.

6

explicitly binding the conception of the sublime to poetics and the apprehension of works
of art.19
Delight of Suffering
A possible explanation—hinted at by Burke—is that the viewer takes a peculiar
and even contradictory delight in the representation of disaster or suffering with the
knowledge that they have escaped. Meditating on his or her demise challenges the drive
toward self-preservation from a thrilling yet safe distance. There is solid evidence that
eighteen- and nineteenth-century audiences were in the habit of deriving psychic
satisfaction from an insulated distance established by visual representations. Mediated
through artistic convention—conceived as a language laden with tropes and memes not
immediately accessible to twenty-first century viewers—this envisioning of a horrible
reality could be made palatable and comprehensible.20 Here is the essence of the sublime.
Burke and his followers further connected sublime experience with the maintenance of
one’s ethical compass. Observation of suffering served to test the mental faculty for
sympathy. Witnessing a disaster, terrifying spectacle or some other misfortune allows an
observer to, in a physiological sense, empathize with those who suffer. An article entitled

19

Unidentified Author, "Man Constitutionally Moral," The Port Folio 2, no. 4 (October, 1809), 395-399. In
the same year, another anonymous writer explicitly identified the beneficial aspects of sympathy: " . . . to
feel the relations we stand in to the pains, pleasures, and powers of our fellow beings, which enables
individuals who possess it to combine their powers into a focus or union of multiplied force, moral and
physical, which carries human energy to its acmé." Unidentified Author, "Sympathy. To the Editor,"
Ackerman's Repository 1, no. 4 (April 1809), 224; See also John Stafford, "The Power of Sympathy,"
Midcontinent American Studies Journal 9, no. 1: The Age of Jefferson (Spring 1968), 52-57.
20

For a discussion of the role of artistic convention in mediating the reception of photographs and
perception of reality, see John Tagg, “Currency of the Photograph: New Deal Reformism,” in The Burden
of Representation (Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1988), 175-176. Taylor has also
described photography of horrible events as conditioned by the "types and styles of representation." Taylor,
Body Horror, 1998, 4.
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“Man Constitutionally Moral” appearing in The Port Folio (October 1809) makes this
point clearly. The author imagines watching another man step on a nail, piercing his foot:
At the same instant I hear his scream and perceive the contortion of his face.
These impressions give ideas. These ideas excite associated, corresponding
emotion . . . I feel as he does . . . I am in union with him just as, when an
instrument is stuck, corresponding chords will, of their own accord, begin to
vibrate on another. . . . I find myself in his place.21
Pioneering physician and prolific writer Benjamin Rush was among the first to describe a
physiological basis for the reflexive sympathetic response. In the early psychological
treatise Medical Inquiries and Observations upon the Disease of the Mind (1812), he
noted that “real emotions” were “excited by these exhibitions of imaginary distress.”
Rush ascribes a physical cause to our reaction to such scenes: they “excite the morbid
commotions in the blood-vessels of the brain.” Too much stimulation, he added, led to
mental illness, but a moderate amount—Rush was the great champion of moderation in
all things—had a beneficial effect upon one’s constitution. Many later physicians even
advocated the tonic effect of both real and imaginary distress. For example, Thomas
Garnett observed in 1804 “that a moderated degree of pain, when accompanied often
tends to render the understanding more clear, lively, and active.”22
The positing of both individual and social capacities to exercise sympathy was an
important—and often marginalized aspect—of the Enlightenment and development of
modern democratic states. Of course, this ethical component and the idea that
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representations were capable of having a moral influence may be traced to ancient times.
Plato, for example, in The Republic, observed that watching a tragedy or reading Homer
inspired in that “the very best of us” an opportunity to “feel pleasure, and abandon
ourselves and accompany the representation with sympathy and eagerness, and we praise
as the most excellent poet the one who most strongly affects us in this way.”23 But the
general acceptance of this shared understanding of sympathy and the sublime was
predicated on the rise of the printing press, printmaking for a mass audience, and general
literacy—technological and social innovations that began gaining traction about 1750.
The innovation of photography beginning in the late 1820s and its
commercialization in the 1840s introduced a new element of unimpeachable credibility to
the visual documentation of events as well as a perceived belief that with the indexical
representation of appearance came a potential for depiction of states of mind, emotion,
and other intangible elements. Photography challenged the very nature of one’s
relationship to events that took place in distant locale and the very constitution of time,
space, and history.
Credibility, Authenticity, and Truth Value of Photographs
Photography was, from the onset, considered a special case in the realm of
representation. Because of the perceived indexical relationship between the subject and
the representation, photography was celebrated as a trace of the real, and thus accepted as
credible, authentic, and unimpeachable documents.24 This is of particular concern in the
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context of disseminating news to the public. Visual images, according to Messaris and
Abraham, “have the capacity to convey messages that would meet with greater resistance
if it [were to be] put in words.”25 Likewise, Ann Marie Seward Barry argued that images
provoke a more powerful and immediate response than text because they do not depend
on “linear logic” but instead “instinct and emotion” to derive meaning.26 Robert Hariman
and John Louis Lucaites proposed that the emotional response associated with viewing a
successful photograph, particularly ones that capture shocking events, is instantaneous,
powerful, and inevitable.27
The perception of credibility thus is especially connected to photography, which
in turn is associated with memory and emotional resonance. As Patterson noted, a great
deal of the memorable or iconic quality of photographs is related to perception of its
credibility.28 Coleman and Wu pointed to the role of emotion as a component of secondlevel agenda setting.29 As journalist Lance Morrow suggested, photographs have an
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inherent emotional appeal that enters the audience’s “bloodstream without the mediation
of conscious thought.”30 Source credibility, based on the perception of expertise or firsthand knowledge, imbues images with authority and trustworthiness. As Marshall
McLuhan argued, “In general we feel more secure when things are visible, when we can
see for ourselves.”31 Likewise, the credibility of the emotional content expressed in
photographs is rarely questioned because of a perception of its indexical nature which
lends an air of credibility and authenticity.32
H. Bruce Franklin suggested that the nature and public understanding of
photography, which implies indexical truth and credibility, differed from “paintings,
lithographs, woodcuts, and statues displaying a glorious saga of thrilling American
heroism.”33 With the introduction of the medium of photography in the 1830s, military
leaders recognized the threat presented by direct images and thus took steps to censor
certain aspects. Because they are accepted as transcriptions of actual things or events, in
other words possessing an indexical value, photographs can be used to support or refute
any number of arguments. Unless a photograph can be shown to have been manipulated
or faked, debate about what appears comes to an end. Put another way, seeing an image
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of a corpse may be considered contiguous with confrontation with the actual dead body
pictured.34
However, a photograph is not a guarantee of reality, as the nineteenth- and early
twenty century phenomena of Spiritualist photography demonstrates.35 Photography’s
potential to deceive was recognized from its inception. Profoundly disappointed by the
failure to recognize his contribution to the development of photography in lieu of claims
submitted by Jacques-Louis-Mandé Daguerre (1787-1851), pioneering photographer
Hippolyte Bayard (1801-1887) depicted himself as a corpse (Le Noyé; fig. 1).36 The Getty
Museum's website feature on Bayard described it as a “perhaps the first political-protest”
photograph, an interpretation reinforced by a handwritten provisional suicide note on the
back:
The corpse which you see here is that of M. Bayard, inventor of the process that
has just been shown to you. As far as I know this indefatigable experimenter has
been occupied for about three years with his discovery. The Government, which
has been only too generous to Monsieur Daguerre, has said it can do nothing for
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Monsieur Bayard, and the poor wretch has drowned himself. Oh the vagaries of
human life. . . !37
Bayard is not really dead in the photograph, but the viewer has no way of telling if he or
she is being hoaxed. From the onset, photography was linked with literalness and truth, as
an indexical sign, in semiotic terms, that is directly connected and inexorably bound to an
external reality. Put bluntly, “[a] photograph is fact,” or at least the audience accepts it at
face value as a literal transcription of truth.38 The rise of photojournalism was predicated
on an implied guarantee that a given image was both faithful and true, without
manipulation, deceit, or other ethical compromise.39
Framing Conflict and Trauma
The oft-quoted article by Robert M. Entman defined framing as selecting “some
aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communication text, in
such a way as to promote a particular problem definition causal interpretation, moral
evaluation and/or treatment recommendation for the item described.”40 Framing,
sometimes conceived as second-level agenda-setting, involves the discrimination of parts
of the story that are considered newsworthy. As McCombs has suggested, framing
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involves the selection of “a restricted number of thematically related attributes.”41
William Gamson defined a frame as a “central organizing idea for making sense of
relevant events and suggesting what is at issue.”42 Stephanie Craft and Wayne Wanta
suggested that second-level agenda setting, or framing, “implies a more subtle form of
media effect” involving the “attributes” which are linked cognitively to how the public
conceives issues.43 For example, a photographer may shoot dozens of images of violent
conflict during wartime, but only those that align with editor’s perception of public
sentiment about the story, or the military authorities’ regulations, are released or
published. For Entman, the issue of perceived salience “enhances the probability that
receivers will perceive the information, discern meaning and thus process it, and store it
in memory.”44 Rhonda Gibson and Dolf Zillmann demonstrated that visual images are
more easily retrieved in the memory than are words, which they labeled the “picturesuperiority effect.”45
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Frames serve as “unifying social devices by making some meanings more salient
than others”46 The issue of significance hinges on the concepts of dominance and
salience, conceived in a model that proposes journalists or photojournalists as a sender
who encodes and the audience as receiver who decodes. According to Zhongdang Pan
and Gerald M. Kosicki, a frame is “a cognitive device used in information encoding,
interpreting, and retrieving; it is communicable, and it is related to journalistic routines
and conventions.”47 Thus, frames serve not only to guide interpretation, but also to
circumscribe the range of possible meanings that may be ascribed to a given news story,
or a given news photograph.48 James K. Hertog and Douglas M. McLeod suggested that
frames are “cultural structures with central ideas and more peripheral concepts,” and
“tremendous symbolic power”49
While the relationship between framing and agenda setting has been established,
Dietram A. Scheufele has described framing as a conceptually vague term.50 Ultimately,
distinguishing between the agenda setting function and framing has proven to be
problematic, as separating the role of the gatekeeper in directing attention to salient
features or issues from the audience’s perception of reality comes down to a judgment
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call in many cases.51 In other words, separating what the public is supposed to think
about from how they conceive of it has emerged as gray area. However, this may be a
problem of terminology more than concept. Toshio Takeshita, for example, avoided the
definitional confusions by distinguishing between issue-agenda setting as the first order
and attribute-agenda setting, or framing, as the second level associated with media
effects.52 Maxwell McCombs and Salma I. Ghanem argued for a convergence of agenda
setting and framing as theoretical concepts.53
According to research conducted by both Entman and Scheufele, the selection of
particular frames necessarily implies the exclusion on others.54 This suggests an
ideological component associated with framing, which had been recognized from the
early years when the theory was first advanced. For example, among the first authors to
write about framing, David Manning White, argued that the content of news was “highly
subjective” and pointed to “how reliant upon value-judgments based on the ‘gatekeepers’
own set of experiences, attitudes and expectations the communication of ‘news’ really
was.”55 Michael Pfau et al. made the rather obvious but important observation that
negative news photographs such as images of dead or dying soldiers, “elicit negative
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effects.”56 More recently, Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky pointed to the
institutional an organizational basis for framing stories according to a political agenda,
while W. Lance Bennett and Steven Livingston contended that frames tended to reflect
the official position of governments.57 At the extreme end of this, the media is implicated
a propaganda tool to advance the political interests of a particular faction of policy
makers.
Entman included “stereotyped images” among the list of objects of the analysis of
frame.58 Although he was referring to textual representations, others have taken this cue
to examine photographs because “visual images may have the capacity of conveying
messages that would meet with greater resistance if put in words.”59 While agenda setting
is occasionally used as a theoretical construct in visual communication studies, a number
of scholars have used visual framing in recent years to analyze image of war, injury,
suffering, and death. For example, Kim and Smith connected the awarding of the Pulitzer
Prize to images of war and suffering.60 Shahira Fahamy discussed how photographs
associated with war and other conflicts are visually framed to reflect competing political
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and cultural perspectives.61 Michael Griffin and Jongsoo Lee contended that images
associated with the Gulf War tended to reproduce stereotypical themes associated with
conflict such as an emphasis on technology as opposed to the negative effects of battle.62
Carol B. Schwalbe, Burton Silcock, and Susan Keith pointed to the dominance of
patriotic themes in war imagery from the nineteenth- through the early twenty-firstcenturies.63 According to Schwalbe, for the most part gatekeepers have chosen to
“exclude images of the injured or dead.”64 As Schwalbe and Shannon M. Doughterty
recently demonstrated, “the US news media generally frame war coverage in terms of
military conflict rather than revealing alternative perspectives, such as protest, damage
and destruction, and the human toll.65 Likewise, Griffin demonstrated the absence of
graphic images during the Gulf War.66 Hammond and Herman argued that new coverage
of the conflict in Kosovo was framed in such a way as to “join the leadership in
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promoting and selling the war,” with media acting in the role as “servants of the policymaking elite.”67
Critical Perspective
This dissertation engages ideological critique. At its core, ideological criticism
originated from two traditions – the work of political economist in the mid-nineteenth
century, and a parallel tradition undertaken by German philosophers, notably the analyses
of the work of Emmanuel Kant undertaking by G. W. F. Hegel. The later stressed the
importance of the dialectical method of historical analysis. The second tradition is that of
the work of Karl Marx, who argued that the socio-cultural superstructure was build upon,
and determined by, economic base. The so-called orthodox or vulgar Marxists held fast to
the concept that everything flowed form an economic bases, and denied the role of media
and other forms of expression to affect the base except as agitprop for the proletariat.
Subsequent scholars working in the Marxist tradition rejected the notion that
media and culture had a less significant impact on lived experience than did the economic
bases. Antonio Gramsci in his Prison Notebooks proposed that hegemony, or a dominant
world view, could in fact be a material force.68 This revolutionary insight paved the way
for Louis Althusser, whose influential essay “Ideology and the Ideological State
Apparatus” (1970) argued that states are able to maintain control by reinforcing that a
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subject’s position within the social structure is natural. This process of naturalization is
crucial to the formation and reproduction of ideology, which “represents the imaginary
relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence.” Most crucially, Althusser
argued that “ideology has a material existence.”69
In media studies, the tradition of British Cultural Studies, notably Stuart Hall and
Sut Jhally, draws on the tradition of ideological criticism established by Marx, Gramsci,
and Althusser. Hall, Noam Chomsky, Terry Eagleton, and Jhally have each argued that
the individual freely give their consent to the ideological state apparatus. Dominion is not
simply imposed from above, but subordinate groups freely, spontaneously, and willingly
accept cultural domination by powerful economic, social, and cultural interests because
they believe that it represents common sense in the first place, and serves their best
interests in the second.70 Jean Baudrillard and Pierre Bourdieu each focused on the ways
that signs and signification operate in a cultural realm to maintain and reproduce the
hegemony of elite political, economic, and social agents.71
Hall argued that the process of production and reception was took place at a discursive
level. Following the tradition of semiotics and communication studies, he outlined the
ways in which denotation, or the literal meaning of a sign, connotation, or the
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conventional, changeable, and associative meanings, were conveyed. The process of
encoding, whereby a sender conveyed a message, and decoding, in which a receiver
reconstructed it in ways that could conform or not conform to intention had three possible
outcomes. First, a message could be encoded or decoded in conforming to the dominanthegemonic meaning, which is essentially as it was intended and conforms to cultural
biases. Second, meaning could be negotiated, suggesting that the receiver accepts the
message but with modifications. Third, a decoder can adopt an oppositional position,
which breaks from the frame of reference and resists the dominant-hegemonic outlook.72
Photographs of the dead during wartime have been examined from the perspective
of Stuart Hall’s concept of preferred, negotiated, and oppositional readings. This
dissertation analyzes Sontag’s assumption that the public gradually became immune to
images of dead bodies depended on acceptance what Stuart Hall termed a preferred
reading; however, it proposes that the audience entertains a greater range of reactions that
can be considered negotiated or oppositional.
Research Questions
The principal research questions are: Does the way in which images of the dead
are framed change over time across wars and within the confines of each individual war?
Does the level of graphic horror or abjection of these images increase or decrease in
terms of scope, degree and intensity over time? Do images support the contention that
enemies with other racial identities appear in photographs that are more demeaning than
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those depicting people with the same racial identity? How do images of the dead
challenge the status quo or dominant hegemony? In cases where the status quo is
challenged, how does framing support or thwart changing public perceptions or attitudes?
Do photographs of dead bodies have the potential to inoculate the public against the
impact that they may have as agents of social change? What are the strategic, ethical or
professional implications of revealing images of dead bodies and morally wounded
soldiers or civilians on news media? In additional to quantitative analysis, qualitative
critical examination shall seek to identify and uncover hidden or underlying meanings,
themes, frames, patterns and contexts.
Methods
Qualitative content analysis of visual image, using textual cues, together with
critical and historical examination of photographs of dead bodies and mortally wounded
individuals during the Civil War, World War II, and the Vietnam War shall be the
method of inquiry. The unit of analysis shall be an individual photograph. This dual
quantitative and qualitative methodology represents an attempt to grapple with the
complexity of photographs. While quantitative analysis has the strength of allowing
verifiable, repeatable insights into the unit of analysis, it suffers from the lack of rich,
dense description and inability to grapple with subtle nuance that cannot be reduced to a
set of binary factors. Qualitative analysis, on the other hand, allows for what
anthropologist Clifford Geertz describes as “thick description,” it suffers from the
vagaries associated with subjective viewpoint of the analysts.73 By examining a defined
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set of photographs from two vantage points, the author strives to capture the complexity
and subjective aspect of these photographs, based on twenty-five years of experience
working as a museum curator and art historian, combined with the insights gleaned from
content analysis examining the quantitative factors related to how photographs have been
framed.
Because photographs have been by tradition conceived as possessing an indexical
value as traces of the real world, they simultaneously occupy an ontological space as
immutable and unquestionable testaments and subject to individual interpretation rooted
in one’s own relationship to physical reality. White argued that the content of news was
“highly subjective” and pointed to “how reliant upon value-judgments based on the
‘gatekeepers’ own set of experiences, attitudes and expectations the communication of
‘news’ really was.”74 The role of emotion, memory, and other personal experience as
mediating variables that affect the reception of photographs are all considerations.
Likewise, the role of ideology, particularly dominance, hegemony, and power relations is
necessarily a precondition the production and reception of photographs by mass audience.
Herman and Chomsky pointed to the institutional an organizational basis for framing
stories according to a political agenda.75 Because they stand so far outside normative
news routines, unpleasant images, particularly those of suffering and death, represent
challenges the status quo. For this reason, according to Schwalbe and Dougherty and,
gatekeepers have mostly chosen to “exclude images of the injured or dead.”76 Images
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made during wartime, particularly in the context of propaganda or, more innocently,
rallying or galvanizing home front support represent a notable exception to expected
news routines.
Quantitative Analysis of Photographs
A total of 824 photographs, comprising of 102 photographs taken during the Civil
War, between 1861 and 1865, 483 photographs taken during World War II, between 1939
and 1946, and 239 photographs taken during the Vietnam War, between 1952 and 1975,
were coded for twenty categories, with the unit of analysis being a single photographs.
The specific coding categories are listed and described in Appendix A. As noted above,
these photographs were obtained from online databases of the Library of Congress,
Associated Press, Getty/Time Life Archives, and Magnum. Photographs were grouped by
war, and each digital image was assigned a sequential number in random order to
facilitate coding, which was entered into an Excel sheet before processing with SPSS.
Photographs tend to resist or deny quantitative analysis. Michael Lesy, famous for
his 1973 book on disaster and trauma photographs entitled Wisconsin Death Trip, argued
that photographs are "polymorphously perverse entities" and that the "only way to
understand a photograph fully is to see it whole, to respond to it emphatically and
analytically, to experience it in order to decipher it." Lesy sees "multiple truths embedded
in a single photograph." Lesy referenced Minor White, known not only for his
photographs but as a teacher, who stated that a photograph is “an experience, not a
thing.”77 Despite these caveats, content analysis of photographs has been conducted by a
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number of scholars working in the field of visual communication.78 Content analysis
based on how images are framed is among the most common theoretical construct used to
analyze news photographs. While coding images in conjunction with text has been
undertaken by scholars such as Yan and Kim, Fahmy suggested coding only visuals
because the implicit nature of photographs carries meanings and significance that are
often independent of those advanced in texts.79
The quantitative coding of this dissertation is based on frame analysis proposed in
the seminal 1974 text Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience by
Erving Goffman.80 Specific categories have been derived from the work of other scholars,
including Gamson, Entman, Scheufele, Scheufele and Tewksbury, and Messaris and
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Abraham.81 More directly, it was also derived from an earlier presented paper by the
author of this dissertation focusing on analysis of news photographs depicting airline
disasters.82
Each photograph was coded according to twenty coding categories ranging from
simple factors which required little judgment, such as the where the principal subjects
appeared in the foreground, middle distance, or distance, to the complex, such as where
or not the image implied social commentary or framed the subjects as “others” implying
social or racially inferiority. The latter categories depended on contextual clues such as
other photographs in the grouping as well as captions describing the context or setting.
Two coders completed the pretest before main coding process. Checking for intercoder
reliability, the rate of agreement ranging 89% to 100% was sufficient to proceed.83 The
coding categories for images of warfare in each chapter are as follows (see Appendix A).
First, the author coded for (A) major subject, whether the number of individuals who are
depicted as major subjects as dead or wounded is zero, a single dead individual, a single
wounded individual, a group of dead less than five, a group of wounded individuals less
than five, a group of dead numbering between six and twenty, a group of wounded
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numbering between six and twenty, a mass group of dead numbering more than twenty,
or a mass group of wounded numbering more than twenty. The second category is (B)
total number of all subjects, whether dead, wounded, or living numbers zero, one, a group
of five or less, a group of six to twenty, or a group of more than twenty. The third
framing category is (C) the depicted level of injury or mortality, whether the primary
subject(s) are depicted as dead or there is direct metonymical reference to the demise of
the subject, or major injuries are shown, minor injuries are apparent, or no visible
indication or injury is evident. The fourth category is (D) the subject’s racial identity,
which is often ascertained by contextual information that accompanies the photograph.
This is coded as no racial identity evident, Caucasian, African American, Jewish, Asian, a
mixed grouping, indeterminate, or other. The fifth coding category is the (E) level of
activity evident by all subjects in the photograph, whether there are no individuals
evident, or whether those shown are active, passive, or other. The sixth category is (F) is
time of the injury or casualty, whether none is depicted, it is precedent, in progress, or the
aftermath. The seventh category (G) is level of graphic morbidity, whether it is graphic or
vivid, moderate, minor, or none. The eighth category is (H) level of abjection, or the
subjective horror incited by the image, whether it is high, moderate, low, or none. The
ninth coding category is (I) implied social commentary, whether or not it is apparent or
not. The tenth category is (J) the implied suggestion of racial inferiority of the subject
who is suffering or dead, whether it is apparent or not. The eleventh category is (K) the
cause of the casualty, whether there is none, result of war, result of disaster, result of
accident, result of intentional harm such as murder, execution, or genocide. The twelfth
coding category is (L) the tone of the photographic representation, whether it is negative,
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neutral, or positive. The thirteenth category is (M) the human subjects depicted, whether
they have military, civilian, mixed, or indeterminate apparent association. The fourteenth
category is (N) the site of the subject, whether they are at the site of the casualty, or a
location that is remote. The fifteenth coding category is (O) the format of the photograph,
whether it is close-up with the subject(s) primarily in the foreground, medium with the
subject(s) primarily in the middle distance, or distant. The sixteenth category is (P)
themes, whether loss is shown including loss of live or images of the dead, gain is
depicted showing lives being saved or survivors, commemoration meaning remembrance
of victims, or newsgathering defined as emphasis on the dispassionate quest for
information. The seventeenth category is (Q) content frame, whether the primary content
is pragmatic, or showing the reality of the casualty in physical terms; the conflict frame,
or showing disagreement among individuals, groups or organizations; the morality frame,
which puts the event or incident in the context of morals, social prescriptions, or religious
tenets; the economic frame, which shows the consequences that it has to the financial
wellbeing of an individual; the human interest frame, or an emphasis on human figures
and personal vignettes to generate emotional reactions; the political frame, or attribution
of responsibility to an individual, group, or political body.84 The eighteenth category is
(R) image source, whether it is government, industry or commercial entity,
photojournalist, public or eyewitness, or artist. The nineteenth category is (S) the
depiction of physical harm, whether there is none, it is metonymical or metaphoric, or
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actual. The twentieth and final coding category is (T) presence of violent action, whether
there is none, it is minor or incidental, or major or part of the central action.
Qualitative Analysis of Photographs
Photographs of corpses, whether in war or other contexts, possess the power to
shock the public, but also have news value insofar as they attract attention. John Taylor
contended that "[t]he media widely publicise certain experiences as both 'universally'
horrible and newsworthy traumatic events . . . within the conventions of public display."
Taylor’s emphasis on the role of convention represents a crucial qualifier. Convention is
a malleable and ever shifting category. How newspaper editors make a distinction
between what is too horrible to show and just horrible enough to remain within the
bounds of convention represents an ongoing dilemma. As Taylor questioned, how does
one determine what constitutes "acceptable notions of decency," on one hand, and on the
other, what photographs are terrible enough to promote a "visual assault," thus having the
desired effect of motivating viewers' conscience?85 Sontag asked a similar question of
repulsive photographs, such as those of African-American victims of lynching:
What is the point of exhibiting these pictures? To awaken indignation? To make
us feel "bad"; that is, to appall and sadden? To help us mourn? Is looking at such
pictures really necessary, given that these horrors lie in a past remote enough to
be beyond punishment? Are we the better for seeing these images? Do they
actually teach us anything? Don't they rather just confirm what we already know
(or want to know)?86
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The New York Times took an opposing view, in reviewing Without Sanctuary: Lynching
Photography in America, arguing that the photographs in the exhibition “refute the notion
that photographs of charged historical subjects lose their power, softening and becoming
increasingly aesthetic with time.” Although the horrors they depict may be remote, they
nevertheless “send shock waves through the brain, implicating even larger chunks of
American society and in many ways reaching up to the present.”87 While Sontag
proposed the gratuity of horrifying photographs, the reviewer of Without Sanctuary
argued that they are both necessary and relevant because they are so outrageous as to
inspire action.
This use of images of the dead as a form of protest was also the motivation behind
Ernst Friedrich’s Krieg dem Kriege! (War Against War!), a book published with text in
four languages in 1924. Drawing on images that had been censored by the German
government during the First World War including forensic images, photographs of
corpses, and photographs of disfigured soldiers, Friedrich made an impassioned argument
against the brutality of war through the narrative presentation of 180 photographs. The
German government attempted to restrict the book, but it went through ten editions by
1930.88 As Sontag suggested, the book was one factor in the signing of the KelloggBriand Pact in which fifteen nations “solemnly renounced war as an instrument of
national policy.”89 Yet as Sontag had argued in On Photography (1977) earlier, the effect
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on the conscience is short-lived when it comes to witnessing images of horror and
death.90 The “antidote to the perennial seductiveness of war” does not seem to be
exposure to images of its terrible result.91
Julia Kristeva has addressed the mixing of repulsion, fascination, and desire in
The Power of Horror, published in 1982. The initial reaction to confrontation with a
corpse, she notes, is repulsion. As one recognizes that he or she is subject to a similar
fate, and we are confronted with the breakdown of cultural norms, subject suddenly
becomes object. Yet within the trauma of confrontation lies a degree of pleasure. Like
Edmund Burke’s concept of astonishment, confronting a transgression such as a corpse,
can be reassuring in the sense that it reaffirms life by contrasting it in bold relief against
that which is not living. Thus, viewers take a certain degree of gratification by
confronting terror, fear, the macabre, or, in Kristeva’s word, the abject. Kristeva’s
perspective contradicts that of Sontag.92 Sontag has later written that she was considering
photographs of the Holocaust when she wrote the lines about photography corrupting
conscientiousness. Although she admits that substantial counterexamples of photography
have a social significance are possible in later books and essays, she ultimately maintains
her position that socially conscious photographs, if not used carefully, can have
unintended effects.93
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Photographs that communicate inequities, indignities, injustice, or other issues of
social concern, have been a component of the photographic landscape almost since the
technology was first used in the early nineteenth century. For instance, Roger Fenton
(1819-1869) was among the first to use photography to call attention to the horrors of war
in the early 1850s. His photographs of the Crimean War, while not particularly graphic,
conveyed to the public the effects of battle on the landscape.94 More to the point,
Alexander Gardner (1821-1882), working for Mathew Brady (c. 1822-1896), showed the
direct effect of the American Civil War on soldiers by depicting dead bodies littering the
battlefield. While the technological means of reproducing nineteenth-century
photographs in the popular press was limited, many of the photographs listed under the
byline "Brady" were exhibited to mass audiences in New York City, and some were
reproduced and sold as cabinet cards.95 During the early twentieth century, Jacob Riis
(1849-1914), Edward Steichen (1879-1973), and Lewis W. Hine (1874-1940)
concentrated on photographic essays that revealed the depredations of immigrants living
in New York City. Hine put it bluntly, stating that the purpose of photography was to
"show the things that had to be corrected."96 Historic concerned photography principally
was divided along two axes - images connected with war and photographs of economic,
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social, class, or racial injustices. The former sometimes featured images of dead bodies,
while the latter did so only rarely. Corpses were depicted during the nineteenth century.
However, they were rarely seen in a horrific manner, but rather corpses were depicted as
"beautiful." Stanley Burns has estimated that as much as one quarter of the photographs
taken before 1865 were mortuary photographs, often indistinguishable from images taken
of sleeping individuals.97
Contemporary concerned photography uses horror for shock value on rare
occasions. John Taylor has argued that the media "is not dedicated to forcing it audience
to view horrific imagery and has no use for it in a regular moral or improving agenda of
its own." Rather, he argued, the press tends to operate according to conventional rules
that he terms "a restrained, polite 'voice'" that rarely capitalized on the shock value of
obscene of grisly images.98 This is one explanation for why so few of the imaged of dead
bodies, much less those that graphically presented identifiable persons, appeared in the
media. Taylor's view also supports Sontag’s implied position that images gradually lose
their power to shock through repetition. For Taylor, "[r]eality is always lost in the acts of
picturing and describing, which means that agony and death are never fully present in
photographs."99 Despite Taylor’s assessment of contemporary media’s squeamishness
about presenting images of the dead, this was not necessarily the case in the context of
war.
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Scope of Study
The following chapters examine the photographic representations that were
created in a news context, and had the potential to be available and distributed to a mass
audience in conjunction with the following historical events related to warfare: the Civil
War, World War II including the Holocaust, and The Vietnam War. Each era was
characterized by, and is today largely defined by, the photographic representation that
appeared in media. Quantitative analysis describes and provides the context and
background for qualitative examination. Mathew Brady’s photographs, for example, are
today both ubiquitous and synonymous with the conflict. Although direct reproduction of
the photographs in a mass communication context was complicated by technical
limitations, photographs by Alexander Gardner, Timothy O’Sullivan (c. 1840-1882), and
others served as the basis for wood engravings that appeared in Harper’s Weekly (18571916), Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper (1855-1922), and other 1860s publications.
World War II represents a case study in the use of photography to support the morale on
the home front. Early photographic representation presented soldiers as heroic and
intrepid, and thus images of the dead or gravely wounded rarely appeared. As James
Kimble argued in his 2016 article “Spectral Soldiers,” President Franklin D. Roosevelt
and other government officials calculated that it was necessary to introduce stronger
images featuring dead soldiers in the fall of 1943 as a “death card gambit” to rally
civilians to support the war effort.100
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Photographic representation in many ways has come to define each conflict. The
nature of both photography and warfare is predicated on economic transformations
wrought by capitalism and technological innovations. Capitalism, war, disaster, and
warfare are linked. For example, T.S.R. Boase observed that the taste for textual and
visual narratives of disasters was predicated on the confluence of transportation
technology, economic motivation to engage in transatlantic trade, rise of the popular
press, and literacy.101 Emily Godbey has shown the connection between the press and
other accessible media and a “collection of commodities” that include disaster tourism
and entertainment based on catastrophe.102 Susan Sontag argued that photography was
from the onset connected to war as both news and spectacle.103
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CHAPTER II – DESCRIPTIVE CONTENT OF WAR PHOTOGRAPHS

The photographs analyzed in this study include 824 photographs related to three
wars. The analysis includes 102 images from the Civil War, 483 from World War II and
the Holocaust, and 239 from the Vietnam War. The major subject of most of the
photographs were of dead individuals (n=350; 42.5%). This pattern is consistent across
the three different wars. The human subjects who were in the pictures, whether living or
dead, was somewhat evenly distributed from one individual to groups of people
numbering more than twenty. The racial identity of subjects suggest that more
Caucasians were pictured (n=312; 37.9%). Interestingly, the Civil War had the highest
representation of Caucasian soldiers (n=78; 76.5%). It is also notably that very few
African Americans were represented in any of the three wars (n=6; 7%). The level of
subject activity, which necessarily includes living people pictured, is high in both the
Vietnam War (n=183; 76.6%) and World War II (n=263; 54.5%). Almost all of the
pictures depict the aftermath of an injury or casualty in all war photograph analyzed
(n=772; 93.7%). Likewise, a high percentage of pictures depict graphic morbidity
(n=524; 63.6%). The Vietnam War has the least graphic photographs of death and injury
(n=105; 43.9%) compared to the Civil War (n=75; 73.5%) and World War II (n=344;
71.2%). Level of abjection follows this pattern (n=500; 60.7%). Again, the Vietnam War
is the lowest in terms of abject photographs (n=93; 38.9%) in comparison to the Civil
War (n=73; 71.6%) and World War II (n=334; 69.2%).
Images expressing implied social commentary appears in nearly half of images
(n=362; 44%). Less apparent are images expressing racial inferiority, foreignness, or a
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sense that the subject is “other” (n=206; 25%). It is notable that the Civil War images
very rarely suggest racial inferiority, likely because most of the subjects depicted with
Caucasians (n=4; 3.9%). The cause of the casualty was most often war (n=611; 74.2%).
Notably, intentional harm (execution, genocide, or other non-combatant action) was
especially high during World War II (n=154; 31.9%) and to a lesser degree, the Vietnam
War (n=26; 10.9%). No images indicating intentional harm outside of warfare were
evident in Civil War images.
Almost all of the photographs have a negative tone (n=808; 98.1%). The majority
of the photograph had military subjects (n=568; 68.8%). All photographs from the Civil
War suggested military association for the human subjects depicted (n=102; 100%).
Photographs showing the casualty happening on site dominated (n=630; 76.5%). World
War II had the highest percentage of on-site casualty photographs (n=407; 84.3%). About
two-thirds of the photographs were close-up format (n=553; 67.1%). Nearly all of the
photographs depicted the theme of loss (n=803; 97.5%). Slightly more than two-thirds of
the photographs represented pragmatic frames, meaning they concentrated on detailing
the features of the event being depicted (n=574; 69.7%). Human interest frame, which
concentrate on vignettes about the individual, were the second most common frame
(n=70; 8.5%).
Photojournalist, or documentary photographers in the case of the Civil War, were
the dominant source across wars (n=808; 98.1%). Almost all of the photographs across
the three wars represented actual physical hard (n=718; 87.2%) versus metonymical
reference to the subject (n=94; 11.4%). The last category is presence of violent action.
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Most of the photographs did not include presence of violent acts (n=673; 81.7%), though
this did feature in a significant number of photographs (n=149; 18.1%).

The largest number of photographs in the sample was from World War II. This is
largely a function of the number of available Associated Press photographs, but also
related to the scale of the war as opposed to its duration. The Vietnam War was of the
longest duration, but also of the smallest scale in terms of the number of American
soldiers who served. The Civil War has the smallest sample. This largely was the result
of the technical difficulties associated with creating photographs in the 1860s.
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The distribution of number of dead, whether individual, in groups of a few people,
or in mass groupings, remained relatively consistent across the three wars. The highest
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percentage of photographs depicted a single dead individual, with the Civil War (n=40,
39.2%), World War II (n=181, 37.5%), and the Vietnam War (n=54, 54%). One notable
exception is that the number of mass groupings is highest for World War II (n=103,
21.3%), almost surely the result of a large number of photographs connected to the
Holocaust taken during this period.

The distribution of dead and living subjects together in the photographs remained
relatively consistent across all three wars. Again, an exception was noted in the category
of groups of twenty or more for World War II (n=159, 32.9%) compared to the Civil
War (n=17, 16.7%) or the Vietnam War (n=43, 17.8%). The large number of
photographs of the Holocaust likely account for this difference.
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Given the focus of the analysis, it is unsurprising that the vast majority of photographs
depict deceased subjects (n=792, 96.1%). World War II had the lowest number of
deceased subjects (n=458, 94.8%) and highest number of those with major injuries (n=19,
3.9%).
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The very low percentage of African-American subjects is the most striking result
of this study. Even the Vietnam War had a very small number of photographs (n=5,
0.4%) showing black soldiers. However, a high number were of indeterminate race for
the Vietnam War (n=46, 19.2%) and World War II (n=102, 21.1%). While is unlikely
that many of in the indeterminate category were African Americans during World War II,
it is likely that a larger number of depicted dead individuals were African Americans in
the Vietnam era photographs that were examined.
Asians, on the other hand, were represented in a large number of images for both
World War II (n=60, 12.4%) and the Vietnam War (n=120, 50.2%). Indeed, a much
higher percentage of identifiable Asians appeared in photographs of dead or mortally
wounded subjects than identifiable Caucasians (n=27, 11.3%).
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In large measure because of the technical limitations of photography during the
Civil War, a very high percentage of living subjects in proximity to dead ones appearing
in the photographs are passive (n=88, 86.3%). During World War II, the division between
active (n=277, 57.4%) and passive (n=204, 42.2%) was close to even. Vietnam showed
the highest degree of subject activity (n=191, 79.9%). This may have to do with the
evolving nature of photojournalism and access to small, lightweight cameras together
with embedding of an increasing number of photographers compared to earlier conflicts.
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Nearly all of the photograph in all three wars depict the aftermath of injury or
casualty. Interestingly, World War II has the highest percentage of images showing
situations of active battle (n=35, 7.2%), which is nearly double the percentage of those
from Vietnam (n=9, 3.8%). Given to so many more images showed general subject
activity during the Vietnam War (n=191, 79.9%), the finding is interesting.
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The level of high graphic morbidity displayed in the photographs is comparable
during the Civil War (n=75, 73.4%) and World War II (n=347, 71.8%). The Vietnam
War showed the greatest balance between graphic morbidity (n=106, 44.3%), moderate
morbidity (n=75, 31.4%), and minor morbidity (n=58, 24.3%).

The level of abjection follows the level of graphic morbidity in a consistent
pattern. Likewise, the Vietnam War shows the highest incidence of photographs showing
low abjection (n=86, 36%) compared to the Civil War (n=9, 8.8%) and World War II
(n=34, 7%). Given that photojournalist had less restrictions placed on them in Vietnam
than during World War II, this suggests that the independent judgment of photographers
may have inclined toward capturing less graphic photographs during Vietnam than during
earlier conflicts.
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Implied social commentary was highest in World War II (n=242, 49.1%), most
likely owing to the Holocaust.

The Vietnam War had the highest incidence of photographs implying or
suggesting themes of racial inferiority (n=72, 32.7%), compared to the Civil War (n=4,
3.9%) or World War II (n=131, 27.5%). Most of the images expressing themes of racial
inferiority were targeted at Asians, with a smaller percentage targeting Jewish subjects,
and very few images focusing on African American subjects.
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All of the photographs taken during the Civil War imply that the subjects were the
casualty of War (n=102, 100%). Both World War II (n=154, 31.9%) and the Vietnam
War (n=26, 10.9%) had a significant number of subject who were casualties of
intentional harm. The particularly high number noted during World War II is associated
with the large number of images depicting genocide (the Holocaust and dropping of two
atomic bombs). Both World War II and the Vietnam War also had a number of
photographs depicting massacres of civilians or military prisoners, notably the Mỹ
Lai Massacre during the Vietnam War.
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In all wars, nearly all of the casualties were framed in a negative manner. The
handful of neutral representation (n=11, 1.3%) were not significant.

All of the subjects appearing in photographs connected to the Civil War had
military association (n=102, 100%). The number was lowest for World War II (n=299,
61.9%) followed by the Vietnam War (n=167, 69.9%). World War II also had the highest
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percentage of mixed groups of subjects, meaning civilians and soldiers appearing
together in the frame (n=96, 19.9%) followed by the Vietnam War (n=38, 15.9%). The
appearance of individuals with civilian associations was similar in both World War II
(n=66, 13.7%) and the Vietnam War (n=32, 13.4%).

There was a relatively even distribution of photographs on site versus remote
locations in the Vietnam War and the Civil War. World War II many more photographs
taken on site (n=407, 84.3%) versus remote locations (n=76, 15.7%).
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Across wars, photographs are similarly divided between images in close-up and
medium format.

Nearly all of the photographs across wars have themes associated with loss. All
but one of the Civil War images feature loss (n=100, 98), with most having the loss
theme in World War II (n=470, 97.3%) and the Vietnam War (n=233, 97.5%).
Commemoration accounts for a small number of images during the Civil War (n=1, 1%),
World War II (n=6, 1.2%) and the Vietnam War (n=2, 0.8%) Less than one percent of
photographs of the dead or mortally wounded in all wars were focused on themes
associated with newsgathering.
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Pragmatic frames, defined as emphasizing the facts of the event, was the most
common theme in all wars, though the morality frame, defined as concentrating on
whether an event was right or wrong, occurred at the highest rate during World War II.
During the Civil War, all of the images emphasized pragmatic themes (n=102, 100%)
followed by World War II (n=290, 60%) and the Vietnam War (n=183, 76.6%). The
morality frame was highest in World War II (n=161, 33.3%), likely a result of the high
number of Holocaust photographs.
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Photojournalists, or documentary photographers in the case of the Civil War, took
nearly all of the photographs across wars. For the Civil War, all of the images were taken
by professional documentary photographers (n=102, 100%) followed by the Vietnam
War (n=237, 99.2%) and World War II (n=469, 97.1%). Government sources took a
handful of photographs during World War II (n=9, 1.2%) followed by the Vietnam War
(n=1, 0.4%). Likewise, a very small number of images were taken by eyewitnesses such
as the soldiers themselves.
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The highest percentage of image across wars depicted actual harm to the subjects.
The Vietnam War had the highest percentage of images that metaphorically or
metonymically referred to death (n=60, 25.1%), showing for instance a body covered
with a sheet. This is followed by World War II (n=33, 6.8%) and the Civil War (n=1,
1%). During the Civil War, all except two of the photographs showed actual death or
moral wounding (n=100, 98%). This is followed by World War II (n=441, 91.3) and the
Vietnam War (n=177, 74%).

None of the photographs depicting death or moral injury associated with the Civil
War depict violent action (n=102, 100%). The percentage of images that did not show
violent action is consistent in World War II (n=382, 79.1%) and the Vietnam War
(n=189, 79.1). Likewise, violent action as a central feature of photographs is similar
during World War II (n=100, 20.7%) and the Vietnam War (n=49, 20.5%).
There is no distinct pattern of change to the level of abjection or to the level of
graphic morbidity across the Civil War, World War II, and the Vietnam War. There
seems to be association of pattern between the level of graphic morbidity and the level of
abjection. Interestingly, the Civil War photographs show consistent pattern of relatively
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low to high level of abjection or the level of graphic morbidity. These findings stand in
contrast to the suggestions of scholar who each suggested that few explicit and graphic
images of death were created in the early stages of World War II, such as did James
Kimble, or the Vietnam War, such as Michael D. Sherer.104
Graph 1
Level of Graphic Morbidity of Civic War Photographs Over Time

The Civil War show a consistent distribution of images showing graphic
morbidity across time, with the summer months of 1863, 1864, and 1865 showing the
highest number of graphic images.
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Graph 2
Level of Abjection of Civil War Photographs Over Time

The small number of images in the Civil War sample, combined with the fact that
many were taken at battles such as Antietam and Gettysburg, accounts for the
fluctuations in incidence of abject images.
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Graph 3
Level of Graphic Morbidity of World War II Photographs Over Time

Again, a consistent distribution of images expressing graphic morbidity occurred
during World War II. As the graph indicates, images showing minor or moderate graphic
morbidity tended to occur during the middle stages of the war.
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Graph 4
Level of Abjection of World War II Photographs Over Time

The level of abjection evident in photographs taken during World War II images
follows the pattern of images of images expressing graphic morbidity. The analysis found
that level of abjection and graphic morbidity were linked in most cases across wars.
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Graph 5
Level of Graphic Morbidity of Vietnam War Photographs Over Time

The involvement of the United States accelerated after 1965. The graph shows
that the level of graphic morbidity remained consistent through 1975, when America’s
active involvement ceased.
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Graph 6
Level of Abjection of Vietnam War Photographs Over Time

As with World War II, the level of abjection in photographs of the dead and
mortally wounded mirrors the level of graphic morbidity in photographs taken during
Vietnam. As such, the distribution of images across time remains relatively consistent
throughout the period of major involvement (1965-1975).
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CHAPTER III - PHOTOGRAPHING THE DEAD DURING THE U. S. CIVIL WAR

Early History of War Photography
The first images of warfare in the United States occurred in the context of the
Mexican-American War (1846-1848). The handful of images that resulted from the
conflict, primarily by unidentified daguerreotypists, tended to depict activities ancillary
to the actual fighting. In contrast to the voluminous lithographs produced during the
Mexican-American War by various firms operated by firms such as Sarony, Major &
Knapp and the firm operated Nathaniel Currier (1813-1888), few, if any, photographs of
actual battles were created, nor are there images of dead bodies. Part of this is no doubt
the result of the technical limitations of the daguerreotype, the most prominent means of
photographic representation prior to the introduction of wet-plate collodion process in
the early 1850s, which required an exposure in the range of twenty seconds or longer,
but also to an insecurity and uncertainty about how to reconcile the indexical quality of
photography with conventional representational strategies of conveying battles. As
Bernd Hüppauf concluded:
It can be argued that after hundreds of years of battle painting which, with few
exceptions, was devoted to heroic images of war, it was the ‘democratization of
images’ through photography from the mid-nineteenth century onward that
exposed the moral question of war as one of pictorial representation.”105
In Europe, the Crimean War (1853-1856) provided opportunity for photographers.
Coincidental with the perfection of the wet-plate collodion process, which facilitated
reproduction, and advances in printing technology applied to the photographic image,
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photographers such as Hungarian photographer Carol Popp de Szathmari (1812-1887),
French photographer Ernest Eduard de Caranza (fl. 1852-1854), and most notably British
photographer Roger Fenton capitalized on the opportunity to turn document a historic
event. Fenton’s work is considered a landmark in both news photography and the
documentation of war. Sponsored by Thomas Agnew & Son, art dealers and publisher of
lithographs in London, and with the support of powerful politicians in England, Fenton
travelled to the Crimean Peninsula to photograph the war. His goal was to produce series
of photographs that would document the actual experience of the war and sell both
photographic and wood-engraved reproductions. Fenton was charged with the subtext of
offsetting its general unpopularity with the British public, and thus avoided representation
of the dead.106
Mathew Brady, Alexander Gardner, and Other Photographers during
the U. S. Civil War
Photographic technology had advanced notably by the time the American Civil
War began in 1861. Wet-plate collodion offered a degree of detail, and more importantly
the ability to reproduce images on a mass scale. Stimulated by a visual culture based on
the general dissemination of daguerreotypes, ambrotypes, tintypes, and other forms of
photography as well as the explosion of inexpensive lithography capturing nearly every
subject imaginable, the American public was attuned to a visual culture that privileged
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accuracy, factuality, and – in spite of the dialectical tensions – sentimentality and an
empathetic response from the viewer.107
Photographs taken of casualties during the American Civil War represented the
first time a mass public confronted photographic images of corpses in the U.S. Mathew
Brady is credited with these photographs in the popular imagination, but most were taken
by other professional photographers such as Timothy H. O’Sullivan and Alexander
Gardner.108 Brady exhibited his photographs in 1862 as The Dead of Antietam at his New
York Gallery, creating a sensation.109
By the late 1850s, Mathew Brady had emerged as the most successful
photographer-entrepreneur in the United States. He had opened The Daguerrean
Miniature Gallery in 1844 on Broadway in the heart of New York City where his
displayed photographs of prominent individuals such as James Fennimore Cooper (17891851) and Jenny Lind (1820-1887). Brady published The Gallery of Illustrious
Americans in 1850 capitalizing on the simultaneous rise in demand for photographs and
popular appreciation of celebrity.110 He also specialized in selling images of politicians,
notably Millard Fillmore (1800-1874), Zachary Taylor (1784-1850), and most notably,
Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865), opening a satellite studio in Washington D. C. Brady
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took few photographs himself, but operated more as a business promoter, hiring a series
of talented photographic operators including Gardner and O’Sullivan as well as less
known photographers such as James F. Gibson (b. circa 1828/1829). Thus, he was
uniquely situated to document the American Civil War when it began in 1861. Brady sent
photographers to the first battle of the War at Bull Run in Manassas, Virginia, and by
1862 was displaying horrific images of dead soldiers at Antietam in his gallery in New
York City.111
Like Fenton’s photographs, Alexander Gardner’s two-volume Gardner’s
Photographic Sketchbook of the War (1865-1866) was prepared as a commercial
enterprise, intended to convey the particular realities of the war to the general public (fig.
2).112 The expensive volume featured one hundred albumen prints, including several
images of dead bodies. Part of the enduring power of images by Sullivan, Gardner, and
other photographers featured in Gardner’s album such as Harvest of Death is that they
conflate or vacillate between frames associated with horror and empathy. As Sontag
suggested in 2003, Gardner believed that the air of realism wrought by his inclusion of
dead bodies was necessary for the Sketchbook to maintain its moral purpose, which was
to call attention to the “blank horror and reality of war, in opposition to its pageantry.”113
He continued: “Here are the dreadful details! Let them aid in preventing another such
calamity falling upon the nation.”114 The publication of Gardner’s Sketchbook, as had
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Brady’s exhibition in New York, had a powerful effect on the public consciousness. This
is reflected by a comment that appeared in The New York Times in October of 1862: “Mr.
Brady has done something to bring home to us the terrible reality and earnestness of war.
If he has not brought bodies and laid them in our door-yards and along the streets, he has
done something very like it."115 The scale of casualties during the Civil War was
immense. According to William E. Fox’s Regimental Losses in the American Civil War,
1861-1865, a total of 623,026 deaths occurred, with an estimated additional 471,427
wounded.116
Historical and Critical Analysis of Civil War Photographs
The photographs created by the professionals hired by Brady are distinct from
nearly all other war photographs in the sense that they depict the dead without apparent
contextual clues to guide viewers’ responses. For example, the most famous of Timothy
O’Sullivan’s photographs, Harvest of Death (July 1863; fig. 3) is framed as a matter of
fact presentation of about twenty-five visible bodies of Federal soldiers strewn across the
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, battlefield. Most of the dead appear to have lain where they
fell, their clothing in disarray, primarily around the area of the stomach. Informed
viewers would have recognized that the reasoning behind this detail – wounded soldiers
unfastened their garments to check whether their abdomen had been pierced. If so, each
soldier knew, death was imminent as sepsis would inevitably and invariably claim those
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so wounded. In the distance, a rider astride his horse, and a second man, dismounted
beside his horse, stand vigil. In the foreground, the face of a dead man confronts the
viewer, his mouth and eyes contorted in what were apparently his final death throes. His
twisted and blackened hands and face betoken the onset of decay, a gruesome reminder
of the task that now faces the living – to dispose of the dead before purification threatens
the health of the living. Without this horrific detail, Harvest of Death is a factual,
somewhat impersonal inventory of the destruction of a particular number of soldiers.
With it, the photograph emerges as a grim and horrifyingly personal reminder of the
suffering of each fallen soldier as an individual. The viewer thus projects the suffering of
this man onto each of the other corpses. Incidents of the War was published in 1865 in the
first volume of Gardner’s Photographic Sketchbook of the War issued by Philip &
Solomon on page 36 – among the early images seen when viewing the book. The
photograph has emerged as one of the most iconic images of Civil War and has been
reproduced countless times, perhaps because of this effect of particularizing the
magnitude of the mass carnage.
Following Stuart Hall, the preferred or dominant-hegemonic reading of Harvest of
Death is to feel empathy for each soldier and thus support the justness of their cause.117
The man in the foreground, like his brethren, did not die in vain. His sacrifice supports
the maintenance of the Union and justifies the cause that the military and, by extension,
civilians on the home front, are fighting to defend. A preferred reading ennobles the
sacrifice of this and other soldiers; in spite of the grim price that each has paid. A
negotiated reading of the image is encouraged by the gruesome details and sheer scale of
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the carnage. One is repulsed by the bloated blackened corpse that intrudes into the
viewers’ space. The abjection encourages the viewer to question what cause could
possibly justify such slaughter. Glorified images of battle promoted in wood engravings
that appeared in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Magazine are thus undercut by the insistent
horror of an actual battlefield. O’Sullivan’s lens spares not detail from us, making the
viewer a perhaps reluctant participant, a surrogate for the men in the distance. Taking the
implications further, it is possible to construct an oppositional reading from Harvest of
Death. The very title is ironic, implying an amoral, dispassionate agency. Does it matter
to the soldiers killed in the slaughter at Gettysburg whether their cause was just or not?
Should it matter to the viewer, much less to the politician, the war profiteer, or the widow
whether or not the Federal cause is just? Mathew Brady and Alexander Gardner each set
out to sell images of the war through the photographic media. The stunned reaction of
The New York Times critic in 1862, taken aback that bodies had been laid on our
doorstep, hints at the potential for negotiated, and perhaps even oppositional readings of
the photographs.
To explore this potential, further consideration of images from the portfolio is in
order. Alexander Gardner’s Federal Soldier Disemboweled by a Shell at the Battle of
Gettysburg (July 5, 1863, fig. 4) shows a lone soldier on the field almost torn in half by
the blast from cannon. His abdomen is largely missing, as is his left proper arm. In a
gruesome manner, his severed left hand lays on the ground before the trigger of his
musket, fingers spread as if still grasping the percussion-cap musket with bayonet affixed
that rests astride his legs. In contrast to the mangled upper body, his lower body looks as
if in repose. What meaning did Gardner intend to denote with such a graphic image of
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battlefield horror? The almost forensic clarity implies a pragmatic interest in factual
recording of what he witnessed as a photographer, recording every nuance with a
dispassionate eye. Yet we know that Gardner, like his brethren, often moved objects and
even the bodies themselves for the purpose of making a better composition. Did he prop
the musket against the mangled body, or even adjust the positioning of the severed hand
to suggest that the man was in the midst of a charge when cut down by grape shot or a
cannon ball? If so, the relative position of the hand and musket trigger suggests that the
soldier was left-handed. A dominant-hegemonic reading would suggest that he was
valiantly advancing when cruelly felled. To take a more critical view, the photograph
could also be decoded as an indictment of the gulf between technology and tactics that
characterized the Civil War. How awful it is to consider the withering fire from shrapnel
that severed his hand. An oppositional reading of the photograph would begin with the
observation that a charge with musket against embedded heavy artillery was a futile
measure at best. The result shown here by Gardner is the soldier depicted as so much
cannon fodder, his entrails strewn across the battlefield and the impotence of his musket
and bayonet underscored by severed, clinched left hand sprouting from the dense weeds.
The horrible scene that shares, even invade our space betokens the futility of eighteenthcentury military tactics in modern technological warfare. Furthermore, it presents and
indictment of the callous disregard for the common soldier manifested (or at least
tolerated) by the officer class. An oppositional reading of Federal Soldier emphasizes
how he is rendered impotent, disfigured, mangled, and left to rot alone on the Gettysburg
battlefield.
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Collecting the Remains of Union Dead on the Battlefield, Cold Harbor, Virginia
(April 1865; fig. 5) taken by John Reekie (1829-1855) long after the battle is a more
complex image than many of those created by photographers in Brady’s circle. Five
skulls, clothing, and body parts in advanced state of decay rest on a stretcher. A sixth
partial skull rests the ground in the foreground, and a seventh is see in the middle
distance behind the shovel, as does boot still attached to the remnants of a soldier’s left
leg. The jumble of body parts implies hasty and not particularly respectful excavation.
Two African Americans appear in the middle distance, the one in the center in a trench
and one to his left reaching to left the results of the dig. We presume that the corpses that
have been unearthed belonged to Caucasian soldiers, though this is far from certain. It is
clear that the African Americans have been given the unpleasant duty of recovering
corpses of the dead soldiers, suggesting a support role at best and an association with
chattel slavery at worst.
A dominant-hegemonic reading of the Remains of Union Dead would imply that
the Union exercised responsible care for the dead. The men being exhumed died at
Gaines Mill and Cold Harbor nearly a year previous, in April 1864, were presumably
being catalogued and returned to their loved ones for proper burial, or alternately moved
to a military cemetery where their sacrifice would be properly acknowledged and
commemorated. Gardner included this photograph in his Photographic Sketchbook of the
War (1866), the only image from the second volume to include dead bodies. An
oppositional reading could focus on the contrast between the dead soldiers and the
African American workers exhuming them. As pointed out by an unidentified author
writing for the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s catalogue entry for the photograph, the
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contrast between the stark white of the bleached bones and the dark skin of the African
American workers offers a “macabre and chilling portrait.”118 It is clearly not
coincidental that the menial and unpleasant task of recovering human remains fell to
African Americans. It is not clear whether or not the men involved in recovery were
enlisted in the military or not.119 It is possible that they were among the estimated 37,000
African-Americans who enlisted in one of fifty-eight segregated Army units comprising
the United State Colored Troops.120 As Deborah Willis described, most of the African
American men who served were assigned roles as servants or laborers tasked with
enacting the least desirable and often most unpleasant duties. Typical of their discontent,
she quotes a letter from James Henry Gooding to Abraham Lincoln written on September
28, 1863: “Now the main question is, are we Soldiers or are we Laborers?”121
An opposition reading of Remains of Union Dead could concentrate on the
signifiers of this imbalance. The dead bodies are associated with the remnants of their
military uniforms and the canteen signaling involvement in battle. The African-American
men, on the other hand, each hold a shovel in their right proper hand, a literal sign of the
menial labor that defines their role in the conflict. Although the corpses of the five or
more men on the stretcher have signs of their impotence – being indiscreetly commingled
and supine on the platform, tokens of their agency is evident. Notably, the boot splayed
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from the edge of the stretcher to the ground is suggestive of action. Likewise, the skulls
appear to have been arranged, possibly by Gardner himself, to indicate a position of
privilege. Most notably, the skull resting atop a pile of bones and garments on the left
confronts and challenges the viewer with an active, empty gaze. Even from the grave, this
skull and to a lesser degree that on the far right attest to the former prowess of the now
dead men. In contrast, the African American men in the middle distance are associated
with signs of their inferior position.
As noted, each holds a shovel. But the man in the center is literally down in a
trench, his lower body not visible as he pauses from his work. The man on the right bends
in a position that could suggest bowing or other signification of deferment to authority.
Thus, on oppositional reading of Remains of Union Dead could focus on the irony that
this image of a conflict ostensibly waged to secure the freedom of African Americans
reproduces signifiers of their inferior position relative to Caucasians. Pressing further,
following bell hooks, such an image naturalizes white supremacist ideology, not to
mention the capitalist patriarchal order that sustains the war effort.122
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CHAPTER IV – PHOTOGRAPHING THE DEAD DURING WORLD WAR II AND
THE HOLOCAUST

Photography during World War II
The Second World War represented the second global conflict to occur during the
twentieth century and presented challenges to each nation regarding how to represent the
conflict. All of the major powers had restricted the publication of images of dead bodies
during World War I. Very few photographers were granted access to the front lines
between 1914 and 1918, and thus a limited number images of actual fighting much less
images of dead bodies appeared in public contexts such as the press. Following the War,
images of corpses, soldiers and civilians suffering, and mutilated veterans appeared in
great numbers in the context of anti-war publications. The National Socialist Party in
Germany had the most centralized media strategy regarding what aspects of the war
could or could not be represented, but the French, British, and later the United States
forces established a concerted strategy to deal with representation. German photographers
experienced an unprecedented level of government support, but were also subject to
explicit and implicit rules about what could and what could not be represented.
In the United States, the effect of the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor in December 7,
1941, was the galvanizing event leading the country into war. While an overwhelming
majority of Americans supported war against the Nazis, and even more believed that total
war against the Japanese was warranted, the results of early engagements were not
encouraging. In the Pacific, the Japanese overpowered the severely unprepared American
forces in Bataan and the Philippines, following a successful campaign in the Solomon
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Islands. Not until Jimmy Doolittle successfully bombed Tokyo on April 18, 1942, and
American forces stopped the Japanese advance at Guadalcanal and Midway in the early
part of 1943 were there signs of encouragement.
In the United States, images taken in the context of the war were subject to
censorship by the U. S. government. Established in early 1942, the Office War
Information (OWI) determined that photographs of dead soldiers would damage morale
on the home front.123 Death was represented in textual and artistic media. During the first
year and a half of the war, the military provided or accredited photographers to work in
theatres of war. Any image submitted for publication had to be cleared through the
Bureau of Public Relations (BPR) at the War Department. As described by George H.
Roeder, both Henry L. Stimson (1867-1950), the Secretary of War, and President
Franklin D. Roosevelt initially believed that the risk to morale associated with showing
combat deaths outweighed the position of OWI Director Elmer Davis (1890-1950), who
from the onset believed that the American people demanded news that was “brutally
frank.”124 In addition, the Still Photographic War Pool, an organization of news
photographers associated with the Associated Press, Acme News Pictures, and Life,
adhered to self-imposed guidelines limiting the publication of graphic images of
American and allied dead so as to not damage morale. The arrangement ensured
cooperation in the sense that publications agreed to share images taken by participating
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photographers operating in theatres across the globe. Not until August 1943, after Davis
had threatened to resign if a more realistic and graphic portrayal of battle was released to
the public, did Roosevelt authorize the War Office’s Bureau of Public Relations to allow
image of dead American soldiers to be released.125
About two hundred photographers worked on the front lines during World War II,
twenty-one of them employed by Life alone. Photographers were at greater risk to be
killed or captured by the enemy than were soldiers. At least thirty-seven American war
photographers were killed between 1941 and 1945, an additional 112 were wounded, and
fifty were captured.126
Holocaust and Attitudes toward War Crimes in the U. S.
Standing apart from deaths that occurred on the battlefield, in the context of combat, the
issue of genocide came to the fore at the end of World War II. The Treaty of Versailles,
which ended World War I, authorized the establishment of military tribunals to judge
individuals accused of violating customs and laws associated with the prosecution of war.
In practice, however, the American public was ambivalent about the process given the
lack of enforcement of sentences that were handed out, and the perception that
prosecuting war crimes necessitated an enormous expense.127 Despite a lack of popular
support, the English and Americans established a War Crimes Investigation Commission
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in October 1942. The purpose, according to Winston Churchill, was “to collect material,
supported whenever possible by depositions or other documents to establish such crimes,
especially when they were systematically perpetrated, and to name and identify those
responsible for their perpetration.”128 Franklin Roosevelt offered a similar justification,
noting the “intention that just and sure punishment will be meted out only to the
individuals responsible for these murders and atrocities that have violated every Christian
tenet.”129
The United Nations War Crimes Commission (UNWCC) was founded in 1943
and dissolved on March 31, 1948. The purpose of the UNWCC was to investigate
“organized atrocities” by collecting “materials, supported wherever possible by
depositions or by other documents, to establish such crimes, especially where they are
systematically perpetrated, and to name and identify those responsible for their
perpetration.” British, American, and Australian forces did most of the documentary
work.130 The response to the systematic extermination of humans by the Nazis hinged on
establishing documentary evidence, including photographs demonstrating “what is
depicted is not staged but actually occurred and that the depiction has not been tampered
with.”131
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The issue of direct knowledge of the events associated with Nazi atrocities
assumed a prominent position during the early days of liberation. General Dwight
Eisenhower, commander of the U.S. forces in Europe explained his decision to visit Nazi
Death camps in May 1945: “I made a visit deliberately in order to be in a position to give
firsthand evidence of these things if ever, in the future, there develops a tendency to
charge these allegations to propaganda.”132 There had been suspicions about the existence
of death camps prior to liberation, but as Morse wrote in While Six Million Died,
“Oblivious to the evidence which poured in from official and unofficial sources,
Americans went about their business unmoved and unconcerned.”133 As early as 1942,
however, President Roosevelt had written that the “American people not only sympathize
with all the victims of Nazi crimes but will hold the perpetrators of these crimes to strict
accountability in the day of reckoning.”134
Photographs, such as those collected by the War Crimes Investigation
Commission and published in media outlet such as Life or taken by Associated Press
photographers, would serve as crucial documents to elicit both sympathy and provide
forensic evidence necessary for establishing culpability. By the mid-1940s, the American
public was prepared to accept the truth value and credibility of photographs. As Walter
Lippmann had contended in his influential book Public Opinion, published in 1922,
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“Photographs . . . seem utterly real.” He added “They come, we imagine, directly to us,
without human meddling, and they are the most effortless food for the mind
conceivable.”135
The documentary images created by photographers associated with the War
Crimes Investigation Commission prior to the end of the war, like the testimony, were not
immediately available to the public, though reports of them surfaced. The images
themselves, while important in a documentary sense as forensic evidence, are in a sense
superfluous from the standpoint of mass media. Even without seeing particular and
specific images of suffering, the public could be moved to the formation of opinion about
whether the Holocaust did or did not occur, and to make moral judgments about the
culpability of the Nazis based on other forms of evidence such as the testimony of
authorities such as Franklin Roosevelt or Dwight Eisenhower. It has been frequently
argued that the general public in the United States had little knowledge of the atrocities
committed by the Germans against the Jews and others deemed lebensunwertes Leben, or
not fit for life. However, as Leff has demonstrated, articles about the persecution of
people that the Germans believed with undesirable appeared in publications such as The
New York Times beginning in 1942 “on an average every other day.”136 Leff argued that
the information was not framed in the mass media in such a manner as to highlight its
importance during the war. More pointedly, Morse argued that “Americans went about
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their business unmoved and unconcerned” and that the “bystanders to cruelty became the
bystanders to genocide.”137
However, the situation changed as the war drew to a close and news of Nazi
“death factories” came to sudden, widespread public attention. On May 6, 1945, Life
published photographs of Buchenwald in an article by Harold Denny entitled “The World
Must Not Forget” accompanied by a photograph of survivors in bunks by Lee Miller (fig.
6). On May 7, the day that Germany surrendered to the Allies, Life published an article
entitled “Atrocities: Capture of the German Concentration Camps Piles Up Evidence of
Barbarism that Reaches the Low Point of Human Degradation,” accompanied by a photo
essay showing victims of Buchenwald. The series features photographs of survivors by
Margaret Bourke-White and images of corpses by George Rogers.138 This article is one of
dozens of news stories documenting Nazi death camps, preceded by Andy Rooney’s
description of the death camp at Hadamar published in Stars and Stripes on April 9. On
May 18, for example, Yank published an article on Buchenwald.139 The article contained
no photographs, but included graphic descriptions of the ovens “used to destroy people.”
Yet it is the Life article that captured public attention, undoubtedly because of the explicit
images that it contained. Rogers and Bourke-White both framed their photographs from a
journalistic perspective to emphasize an antiseptic, realistic depiction of overwhelming
horror.
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In contrast, Miller’s photographs, which documented several Nazi death camps in
April and May 1945, used a different form of framing images taken for an article entitled
“Germans Are Like This” published in Vogue in June 1945 (fig. 7). As suggested by
Lynn Hilditch, Miller broke down the scenes of horror into discrete elements that are
juxtaposed against one another, omitting some the literal details so that the viewers could
“assimilate what they are being confronted with and . . . come to terms with the atrocities
piece by piece rather than as an overwhelming whole.”140 Bourke-White recalled the
difficulty that she faced in making sense of what she was witnessing as she photographed
the victims at Buchenwald in 1945:
There was an air of unreality about that April Day in Weimar, a feeling to which I
found myself stubbornly clinging. I kept telling myself that I would believe the
indescribably horrible sight in the courtyard before me only when I had a chance
to look at my own photographs. Using the camera was almost a relief; it
interposed a slight barrier between myself and the white horror in front of me.141
Graphic images of the death camps were not part of the news cycle for long. By the
beginning of 1946, images of corpses had largely vanished from newspapers and news
magazines, replaced by news stories about the prosecution of Nazi war criminals.142
In some ways, the fleeting appearance in media of graphic photographs of dead
bodies as a result of the Holocaust supports Susan Sontag’s contention that viewing
images of suffering during the Holocaust is unnecessary once one has accepted that the
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event has not been fabricated.143 However, it is crucial that credible images exist and are
available to the public, even if only relevant within the news cycle for a brief period, in
the sense that visual evidence compelled individuals to confront the dimensions of actual
suffering. Regardless of whether they are actually seen by members the public, the
acknowledgement that such images held are held by archives is essential because it
serves as an unambiguous reference point for the formation of opinions. Likewise, textual
descriptions presented in the media were framed to reinforce the authenticity of war
crimes by appealing to authority and statements reinforcing the veracity of accounts such
as Andy Rooney’s contention that, “The details and authenticity of the German mass
murder factory, operated since 1941, appeared beyond question.”144 The truth value of
photographs of the German atrocities ultimately depends more on perceptions of the
credibility of the men who were responsible for making and collecting them than on issue
of potential technical manipulation.145 Nevertheless, for the images to succeed in building
the case against the Nazi perpetrators, it was necessary that they be framed to emphasize
their credibility as documents of actual events.
Historical and Critical Analysis: World War II Images of the Dead
The mental image that contemporary Americans possess of World War II is
largely a product of the visual culture associated with the prosecution of the war. Images
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of death and suffering, however, tend to be overshadowed by photographs of fortitude,
defiance, and ultimate triumph ranging from Joe Rosenthal’s Pulitzer Prize-winning
photograph of marines raising the flag at Iwo Jima in 1945, to Margaret Bourke-White’s
images of heroic women working in wartime factories, to Roger Violett’s chilling yet
triumphant image of the mushroom cloud rising over Hiroshima as the conflict was
coming to a terrifying end. Most American images of the war support a dominanthegemonic viewpoint that the cause was Images of death and suffering are less evident,
with the notable exception of the photographic documentation associated with the
Holocaust. With few exceptions, Holocaust imagery supports an antifascist agenda and
serves as warning against complacency that can tolerate racial oppression or even
genocide.
As discussed above, American leaders made a conscious decision to introduce
images of dead American soldiers in 1943 in an effort to shore up civilian support for the
war effort. While images of enemy dead – especially Japanese corpses - appeared in the
public realm with some regularity prior to this, a general moratorium against showing
photographs of American dead followed the pattern established during World War I.
The graphic representation of enemy dead occurred relatively early and continued
throughout the war, culminating with the stark and chilling photographs of the atomic
bombs’ effects on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945. George Rogers’s photograph
if a mangled Japanese bomber crew member splayed out on Mignladon Air Field in
Rangoon, Burma, is typical of the lack of hesitancy in depicting the abject horror of an
enemy death (1942; fig. 8). The corpse is barely recognizable as a human being – only
the man’s intact feet provide a point of reference. Nor is it clear that we are witnessing an
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enemy death absent the detail of the Samurai sword doubtless placed beside the man’s leg
to indicate his national origin. Local Burmese spectators crowd the field, aligned in a row
and keeping a respectful distance. It is significant that no Caucasian figure is visible,
emphasizing the foreign character of the scene.
In a contrasting manner, a photograph released by the Associated Press of the
bodies of thirty-six Nazi sailors from the ill-fated battleship Admiral Graf Spree in
coffins awaiting burial in Montevideo, Uruguay, dating from December 15, 1939, offers a
very different view of enemy death (fig. 9). Here, the sailors are treated with respect and
dignity akin to the treatment that the public would expect for their own dead. Uruguay
retained diplomatic relations with Nazi Germany until the very end of the war. Equally,
they maintained relations with England and other Allies. With the war only a few months
old, the image signifies ceremony and respect by recalling the conventions of funereal
images associated with heads of state. None of the bodies are visible, but the viewer is
provided with visual clues indicated their presence. With the benefit of hindsight, the
prominent Nazi flags lend a menacing air to an image that otherwise connotes heroic
sacrifice, or at least neutral admiration for the valor of the men who have died.
A very different character is expressed by George Strock’s (1911-1877)
photograph entitled An American Soldier Stands over a Dying Jap He Has Just Been
Forced to Shoot. The Jap Had Been Hiding in the Landing Barge, Shooting at US
Troops, published in Life on February 15, 1943 (fig. 10). An American marine stands
over the body of a Japanese soldier grimacing as he expires. The pistol in his hand and
blurred image of the boot, both on the right side of his body, suggests action, while his
planted left foot and equipment held firmly in the right hand are indicative of resolve. He
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is literally standing his ground. Behind the dying Japanese soldier, two of his comrades
lay on the beach having already expired. The text accompanying the photograph tells us
that the soldier would have preferred to take the man prisoner but because of his defiance
was “forced” to shoot him.146 The dominant-hegemonic reading of this picture thus
would emphasize the morality of American soldiers in contrast to the deviousness and
cowardice of his Japanese counterpart. Whereas the American stands in full view, the
“Jap” is concealed and attempted a sneak attack. The text suggests that the American was
prepared to accept the surrender of his enemy when confronted, but this opportunity is
denied and he is “forced” to kill him. Thus, this drama reenacts on a small scale the sneak
attack on Pearl Harbor a little more than a year earlier. Just as the marine is has no choice
but to react decisively and quickly, so too did the United States have the moral authority
to respond forcefully to devious Japanese aggression. The text reminds and reassures the
reader that the act of aggression on the part of the American was not only warranted, but
was quick and merciful. The Japanese soldier we see before us is said to have expired
with the least possible suffering.
A negotiated reading of the photo essay presented by Strock could begin by
questioning why no American deaths are pictured. Further along, a gruesome image of
rotting bodies appears in Life on February 15, 1943, under the caption “This is ‘Maggot
Beach’” (fig. 11).147 A handful of bodies in an advanced state of decay are pictures
strewn across “the pleasant little beach” on the New Guinea shore near Buna Mission
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where they were “bumping, grounding and floating again with the swells, while maggots
devoured them.”148 All the bodies, we are told and available visual evidence suggest, are
Japanese bodies. Again, their deaths are described as inglorious, matching the abject
effect that their rotting bodies have on the viewer. Instead of facing the enemy, they
behaved in a cowardly manner and “rushed headlong into the sea,” where they drowned
or were shot.149
Strock did take photographs of dead Americans during the battle at Buna Beach in
January 1942, but they were not published until nearly a year later. Susan Sontag argued
that it what was not shown was often as significant as what was depicted: “to photograph
is to frame, and to frame is to exclude.”150 As Susan D. Moeller noted, this was the first
time since the Civil War that “images of death” were treated as “unvarnished facts.”151
Kimble argued that Franklin D. Roosevelt explicitly authorized Life to publish images of
three dead marines at Buna Beach on September 20, 1943.152 The reasoning, George H.
Roeder explained, is that playing the “death card” by 1943, was calculated to be an
acceptable risk by late 1943 to bolster support from the home front audience as casualties
mounted and civilian support began to fade.153 Foster contended that release of images of
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dead bodies in both the Soviet Union and the United States was calculated to “administer
carefully targeted shocks to specific segments of the national communities that consumed
them.”154
The rationale for publishing photographs of dead marines, nearly a year after they
were taken, was described in the Life text that accompanied them:
Why print this picture anyway of three American boys, dead on an alien shore?
The reason is that words are never enough. The eye sees. The mind knows. The
heart feels. But the words do not exist to make us see, or know, or feel what it is
like, what actually happens.155
Foster contended that far from being disseminated with the goal of awakening
conscience, such an image is meant to encourage adherence to a dominant-hegemonic
perspective advanced by the U.S. government: “the greater number of the most shocking
photographs from World War 2 resisted the novel and were purposed not to unsettle but
to reassure.”156 The editorial published in Life is explicit about the meaning that viewers
should ascribe to the photograph of the dead:
This is the reality that lies behind the names that come to rest at last on
monuments in the leafy squares of busy American towns. The camera doesn’t
show America and yet here on the beach is America … three fragments of that
life we call American life: three units of freedom. So that it is not just these boys
that have fallen here, it is freedom that has fallen. It is our task to cause it to rise
again.157
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Thus, George Strock’s Three Dead Americans on the Beach at Buna is recast as a call to
arms and renewal of the expected vow to exercise unvarnished patriotism (fig. 12). As the
text makes clear, the death of these nameless marines represents the sacrifice of freedom.
However, it is possible to envision an oppositional reading of this image. As
Roeder points out, shortly after Life published the first of Strock’s photographs in Life,
thirty percent of Americans were in favor of negotiating peace with the Germans.
Publication of Three Dead Americans risked turning the public against the war, driving
home the high cost of battle. It is thus not coincidental that the photograph that Life
decided to publish, perhaps under consultation with the OWI, BPR, and even Roosevelt
or Davis, does not reveal the names nor allow glimpse of the faces of the dead men. They
are ciphers, representative of the struggle as opposed to possessing a distinct identity.
Thus, the gruesomeness of their deaths is mitigated by their anonymity. They
become signs of American soldiers, and as the Life essay suggests, of the American way
of life and more tendentiously, for freedom itself. While the public can imagine pain and
suffering of these three dead men, it is neither vivid nor personal. Later images from the
war, such as Robert Capa’s (1913-1954) famous image known as The Picture of the Last
Man to Die (April 14, 1945; fig. 13) would identify specific individuals in the frame and
suggest an explicit narrative of how they died. In this case, Private Raymond J. Bowman,
age 21 of Rochester, New York, is sprawled on a balcony floor, shot through the head by
a sniper’s bullet, the blood draining from his body in a dark pool. Capa would later say
that he considered the scene “a very clean, somehow very beautiful death and I think
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that’s what I remember most from the war.”158 However, by the time Capa took this
image, it was clear to most Americans that the war had been won. Thus, the dominanthegemonic position reinforcing the need for fortitude and resolve on the home front was
moot.
As the war reached its conclusion, the number and graphic nature of images of the
dead increased notably, mediate by three key events. First, public revelation of the
Holocaust perpetuated against Jews and other individuals judged by the Germans as
undesirable, drove a demand for graphic evidence of the scale of the genocide. Second,
the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945 led to
images of graphic horror driven in part by fascination with the effects of an awesome
technology and secondly by concern over the fate of hundreds of thousands of innocent
civilians. Third, the firebombing of Dresden killed tens of thousands as indiscriminately
as did the atomic bomb. In all three cases, consideration of the nature of war, definition
of crimes against humanity, and ethics in the context of total war affected perception of
images of the dead. As Sontag wrote in 2002, “Photographs of an atrocity may give rise
to opposing responses: a call for peace; a cry for revenge; or simply a bemused
awareness, continually restocked by photographic information, that terrible things
happen.”159
The horrifyingly graphic nature of photographs of the dead from each of these
three events continues to resonate in the collective memory and, unlike the images by
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Stork of dead Japanese or American marines on the beach at Buna or Capa’s Last Man to
Die, remain vivid, fresh, and unresolved issues. For example, a photograph by George
Rodgers (1908-1995) taken in May 1945 of former Bergen-Belsen camp guard Anneliese
Kohlmann being forced to bury victims presents the viewer with an almost unimaginable
scene of horror as a the young woman struggles to disentangle a corpse from a stack that
is so incomprehensibly objectified – more akin to firewood than human flesh (fig. 14).
Emaciation of the corpses betokens the months if not years of suffering that
preceded an ignoble death, made all worse by the callous treatment of their remains.
Denied humanity in the prison camps, Holocaust victims were doubly deprived of
humanity in death. They become a burden for the living, and as Rogers graphically
depicts, their corpses only revenge is to serve as punishment for their tormentors. As
Barbie Zelizer concluded, the details in the photographs – barbed wire, emaciated bodies
stacked like firewood, former guards and local citizens being shamed – become “visual
clues” signifying a larger atrocity. Following Sontag, Zelizer is concerned that a certain
monotony induced by repeated exposure to these clues leads to “habituation” and
“undoes the ability to respond.”160
The objectification of the dead, rendered anonymous and devoid of any trace of
humanity, is equally insistent in the photographs made in the wake of the atomic bomb in
Japan. Yŏshuke Yamahata’s (1917-1966) photograph The Charred Body of a Victim at
the Epicenter Area of Nagasaki (August 10, 1945; fig. 15) shows a single incinerated
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victim, his or her flesh instantly turned to ash against a pile of white rubble.161 Like the
victims of the Holocaust, most of the victims were civilians and most had no forewarning
of their fate until it was too late. Even more than the Polish, Roma, or Jewish victims of
the Nazis, those vaporized by the results of the Manhattan project, went from living one
minute to non-living in an instant. The sheer scale of the destruction of human beings – at
least six million in the case of the Holocaust and as many as an estimated 226,000 in
Hiroshima and Nagasaki – defies contemplation. While Holocaust photographs often
show victims in mass settings, photographs chronicling the effects of nuclear weapons
contain subtle and scattered traces of humanity among a landscape laid waste.
Untangling the salience of dominant-hegemonic reading versus negotiated or
oppositional readings of images of genocide is complicated by the observation that it is
difficult to defend the slaughter of innocent civilians. Apart from 4chan or other
questionable social media posts by members of far right subgroups operating on the
margins of society, one would be hard pressed to find expressions of support for the
actions depicted in photographs made at Auschwitz, Buchenwald, Nordhausen, or
Bergen-Belsen. The argument that dropping the atomic bomb was necessary to shorten
the war rings hollow measured against Yamahata’s photograph of dead and injured
women and children in the wake of the Nagasaki attack (fig. 16). The absurdity of such
an argument recalls the explanation offered by an unnamed American military officer
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asked why he had to kill so many civilians at Ben Tre during the Vietnam War: “It
became necessary to destroy the town to save it.”162
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CHAPTER V – PHOTOGRAPHING THE DEAD DURING THE VIETNAM WAR

The Living Room War
According to Sontag, the Vietnam War represents the first conflict in which
observers can “be virtual certain that none of the best-known photographs were setups.”163 She argued that the presence of television cameras, which had a tendency to
reveal the full scope of combat and other activities, upped the ante for war photographers
in terms of producing images to mirror the reality that troops faced. This development,
Sontag concluded, offers a guarantee that photographic images are truthful and further
possess a “moral authority” that images such as Gardner’s or Strock’s lack. Presumably,
the former are not to be trusted because the photographer moved objects to make a better
narrative or composition, and the latter because photo editors selected and contextualized
the images to fit a pre-defined ideological outlook. Sontag’s historical judgment begs the
question as to whether news editors fit Vietnam era photographs into a predetermined
schema, and if not, under what circumstances were Vietnam era photojournalists given
free rein to frame and depict a reality.
While military photographers were present throughout the conflict, private news
agencies such as the Associated Press maintained the largest and most active pool of
photographers working during the Vietnam War. The AP operated out of a bureau in
Saigon, covering every major action between America’s first tentative involvement in
1962 and 1975. Over fifty photographers worked for the AP, including female
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photographers Dickey Chapelle (1918-1965) and Catherine LeRoy (1944-2006), took
part in documenting the war.164 The Associated Press was particularly focused on the
quality of still photography. AP photo editor Horst Faas (1933-2012) insisted that all
reporters at all times carry, and know how to use, a camera. Faas also introduced an early
form of citizen journalism, paying small sums in American dollars to Saigon residents
who would take photographs with cameras and film that he provided. As Pete Hamill’s
book Vietnam: The Real War: Photographic Histories by the Associated Press (2013)
offers a survey of some of the most iconic photographs of the era, including six images
that won Pulitzer Prizes.165
As with World War II, the fatality rate of photojournalists covering the Vietnam
War exceeded that of combat soldiers. Reporters Without Boarders has calculated that at
least twenty-one America journalists, and an additional forty-two from other countries,
were killed or went missing.166 Four Vietnamese photographers working for Western
media outlets died, compared to seventy-two working for the North Vietnamese
government Vietnamese News Agency or Liberation News Agency.167 Among the most
notable casualties were Larry Burrows (1926-1971), Henri Huet (1927-1971), and Kent
Potter (1948-1971), Keizaburo Shimamoto (1937-1971), and seven other photographers
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who were killed on February 10, 1971, when the helicopter in which they were riding
was shot down in Laos.168 Horst Faas, one of the most active and celebrated
photographers working during the Vietnam War, published a book honoring his fallen
comrades.
Photographs taken by journalists during the Vietnam War have been perceived as
having an impact on the public’s perception of the conflict. Often called the “living room
war,” Vietnam was the first war covered by broadcast media on a regular basis.169
Scholars have suggested how television, newspapers, and news magazines such as Life
and Time offered an intimate portrait of the war in graphic detail, with images of
suffering presented with a high degree of regularity.170 In the collective memory, a
handful of photographs by photojournalists such as Huet, Horst Faas (1933-2012) and
Huynh Cong “Nick” Ut (b. 1951), have attained iconic status. Public perception of the
war has been colored by these photographs, to a degree that is perhaps more significant
than any other form of narrative. Scholars have identified the capacity of photography to
have a more profound effect on the audience than the written word. For example, Tsang
argued that news photographs provide a more immediate and memorable context than
news stories alone because they are seen as relational and stir the imagination.171 Through
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a content analysis of images published in popular magazines such as Time and Newsweek,
Michael D. Sherer contended that “photographs depicting tragedy and suffering in the war
were not made until there was a public outcry against the conflict.”172 While such
photographs may have been increasingly published, quantitative analysis suggests that
images depicting tragedy and suffering were made throughout the war.

W. Patrick Wade has argued that images of the Vietnam War may be
characterized by a series of conventions that oscillated between tragic and Romantic
views of the conflict.173 Patterson contended that the binary approach is characteristic of
war imagery in general, and that the images associated with Vietnam were not necessarily
any more graphic or shocking than previous conflicts.174 David Perlmutter contended that
news images associated with the Vietnam War were situated in media so as to be
ambiguous insofar as they could be interpreted as supporting either pro- or anti-war
sentiments.175 Griffin argued that news photographs were “vetted and rationed cautiously
by news organizations, not only in deference to government and military officials, but for
fear that they would alienate mainstream audiences.”176 Ware thus stressed the “narrative
ambivalence” of even the most strident images of suffering and violence.177 On the other
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hand, Griffin proposed that the “theatre of violence” that constituted photographs of dead
soldiers and civilians had news value because of the comingling of drama, voyeurism,
and controversy.178
Similarly, Lilie Chouliaraki proposed that images of the dead encourage
disrespectful voyeurism which she called the “spectatorship of suffering.”179
One issue is to ascertain what characteristics of style and content mark photographs of the
Vietnam War. Judging from the content and emphases of photographs analyzed, one
would have the impression that both photojournalist and their audience had a negative
view of the war. At least by the late 1960s, based on a survey of photographs that have
emerged as iconic based on their prominence and repetition among Internet search results
using the terms “Vietnam,” “war,” and “photographs,” images tended to highlight a
pessimistic outlook associated with war, framed in visual terms that suggest that war is
marked primarily by pain, suffering, and futility. In contrast to depictions of comparable
recent wars, including World War I, World War II, and the Korean Conflict, which tend
to highlight conventional frames including patriotism, technology, and heroism, a great
many of the memorable photographs related to Vietnam often downplay heroic aspects of
combat.180
Thus, one of the key questions is not so much whether or not visual images of
suffering reflected or affected public opinion, but what conventions framed the various
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dimensions of the conflict, and how these were interpreted as meaningful by audiences
that potential either supported or opposed the war. One of the approaches of this study is
to explore how content analysis and framing theory can be used to assess visual
conventions associated with the Vietnam War. Whereas policy makers attempted to
control perceptions of the Vietnam War in much the same way as had characterized other
wars, public sentiment was not as uniform as during other previous or later conflicts.
Barber and Weir pointed to the belief among military leaders that the press had framed
the war in an intentionally negative light that had deleterious consequences on the ability
to fight effectively.181 Vietnam was an anomaly, a conflict that was not as subject to strict
military control of the media as previous or later wars. Rune Ottosen pointed out that the
Vietnam War differed from other conflicts because photographs framed the conflict with
unusually graphic imagery.182 As suggested by Griffin and Lee, and Schwalbe, the frames
emphasizing patriotism and heroic sacrifice that tend to mark other photographs of
conflict differs from those characterizing many of the iconic Vietnam War images that
have become entrenched in the collective memory.183
In contrast, many photographs associated with the Vietnam War standing out in
the collective memory are particularly graphic. In comparison to traditional war
photographs described by authors such as Griffin and Lee, iconic Vietnam images are
atypical insofar as they were not as subjected to government censorship as during World
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War II or the Korean War. Furthermore, the images did not necessarily reflect the
agenda-setting of the press, nor the original frames ascribed by audiences in a historic
context. The emphasis on suffering and negative aspects of the war evoked by memorable
photographs overshadow the quotidian images of conventional aspects of the conflict that
featured aspects of heroism, sacrifice, and honor as well as suffering, death, and despair.
According to Patterson, the media presented the public with a “pre-digested, opinionated
view of the war” that curtailed debate between 1968 and 1973 that was not so different
from the patriot themes identified by Schwalbe or the technological frames noted by
Griffin and Lee.184 Instead, the photographs that have achieved a contemporary iconic
status reflect the current agenda-setting function of historians, politicians, social
commentators and others charged with the gatekeeping function associated with
interpretation. Through the reproduction of specific images highlighting suffering, the
conflict has been framed in a negative manner.
Historical and Critical Analysis of Images of the Dead during the Vietnam War
One of the most iconic photographs associated with the Vietnam War is the selfimmolation of Buddhist monk Thích Quảng Đức (1897-1963), which occurred on June
11, 1963 (fig. 17). Đức set himself ablaze in a Saigon square to protest the conflict
between Communist guerillas and South Vietnamese forces aligned with the United
States. Malcolm Browne (1931-2012) captured the protest of South Vietnamese treatment
of Buddhist monks, winning him the World Press award for photograph of the year.
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Đức’s death comes prior to the major involvement of American forces in the Vietnam
conflict. Nevertheless, it seems to have motivated action. Upon seeing Browne’s
photograph, President John F. Kennedy is reported to have remarked “We’ve got to do
something about that regime” or, alternately, “No news picture in history has generated
so much emotion around the world as this one.”185 This would appear to be a case where
Sontag’s concern over the effect of photography to desensitizing horror does not seem to
hold true. And while it may be an overstatement to suggest that Browne’s photograph is
in some meaningful way responsible for the quagmire that the United States would
eventually find itself, the horrifying image of a person committing suicide in such a
violent manner led to the downfall of South Vietnamese Prime Minister Ngô Đình Diệm
(1901-1963) and affected public opinion worldwide. Browne’s photograph was awarded
World Press Photo of the year in 1963 – an honor that two other Vietnam-era
photographs discussed below would later achieve.186
A key reason why Browne’s photograph of Đức’s self-immolation captured the
world’s attention was that it captured what the “decisive moment” identified as crucial
for successful documentary photography by Henri Cartier-Bresson (1908-2008).187
Browne captured Đức as he teeters on the brink of death, fully engulfed in flames yet his
features recognizably human. Cartier-Bresson’s concept of the decisive moment became
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a kind of religious practice among photojournalists by the 1960s. Famed Magnum
photojournalist Robert Capa would call Cartier-Bresson’s book, which was originally
titled Images à la Sauvette (or Images on the Run) when first published in Paris, “a
Bible for photographers.”188
Eddie Adams’s (1933-2004) photograph of Nguyễn Ngọc Loan executing Nguyễn
Văn Lém (February 1, 1968; fig. 18), among the most famous and familiar photographs
associated with the Vietnam War, is a textbook example of capturing that decisive
moment on film. Adams won a Pulitzer Prize for the photograph, but would later express
his regret for having taken it:
Two people died in that photograph: the recipient of the bullet and General
Nguyễn Ngọc Loan. The general killed the Viet Cong; I killed the general with
my camera.189
Major General Loan (1930-1998) captured Lém, the leader of a guerilla group that had
executed a number of the families of military officers in the Vietnamese army, during the
opening days of the Tet offensive in Saigon. Adams witnessed the scene, and
instinctively pointed his camera at the two men as Loan lifted a .38 caliber revolver to
Lém’s head. Adams would later claim that he did not know what he had captured until
after the film was developed. Adams regret stemmed from the damage to his reputation
and subsequent difficulties that Loan faced in the wake of publication of the photograph.
The U.S. government attempted to rescind Loan’s Green Card after he emigrated to the
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U.S., and Adams sought to intervene on his behalf several time throughout his life.190
This is because many members of the public ascribed an oppositional reading to the
photograph, seeing it as an indictment of the brutality and lack of compassion evident in
the Vietnamese people in general. If so little concern for rule of law and humanity is
evident in the country on the busy streets of Saigon, what business does the American
government have spending blood and treasure on the pursuit of an immoral war? Yet
oppositional readings of the Vietnam conflict were not as common as suggested by
several iconic photographs associated with the period.
As noted by Griffin, most of the photographs taken in Vietnam prior to 1973
featured heroic themes and support a dominant-hegemonic viewpoint that soldiers are
heroic and the cause of fighting the communist North Vietnamese is just.191 Such framing
is evident in the photograph Dead Marine and Comrade at Le May, near the Da Nang
Airbase (May 8, 1965) by an anonymous photographer (fig. 19). The dead marine is laid
out on a stretcher, his comrade standing vigil with an M-14 rifle at the ready. The caption
tells us that only a few minutes ago, both were part of a group of seven who were passing
out candy to schoolchildren before being ambushed by a Viet Cong sniper. He is said to
have died instantly, but the implication is that aid was available and imminent. A second
photograph from the series shows two U. S. Marines bending over the body of the dead
man, desperately attempting to render aid even when the situation is futile. South
Vietnamese Marine Carries the Body of a Comrade near Quant Tri (April 30, 1972) by
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Koichiro Morita (b. circa 1946), one of several Japanese photographers covering the war,
also conforms to the conventions of battle photography that reinforces the dominanthegemonic view that combat forces are responsible and respectful of the dead (fig. 20).
The potential risk of being shot is made more apparent by the low angle selected by
Morita, which emphasizes the expanse of sky framing the carrier and his burden. Both
images offer a reassuring view of combat, suggesting to viewers on the home front that
while it is true that men perish in combat, they receive the attention and sympathy of their
comrades. Thus, they may be considered heroic images of combat, and reverent images
of the dead.
Alternately, images taken by photojournalist during the Vietnam War present a
more complex and less reverent view of casualties. Particularly in the representation of
enemy dead, an aesthetic emphasizing lack of respect emerged even in the early stages of
the war. For example, Bayonet in the Head of a North Vietnamese Soldier (July 31, 1966)
by Dang Van Phuoc (b. 1936), a Vietnamese photographer working for the Associated
Press, is a gruesome image showing the result of hand-to-hand combat in which a Viet
Cong soldier has suffered from a knife jammed directly into his eye socket (fig. 21). The
violent narrative expresses desperation and anger endemic to combat, but the act of
depicting the unfortunate victim in such a gruesome manner represents a disrespectful
fascination with the awful details of how the man met his fate.
Even more abject are the photographs taken by U. S. Army photographer Ronald
L. Haeberle (b. circa 1940) who was assigned to the 31st Public Information Detachment.
On March 16, 1968, Sergeant Haeberle accompanied Company C, 1st Battalion, 20th
Infantry as they entered Mỹ Lai. Suspecting that the women of the village were hiding
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Viet Cong soldiers, the Americans under the command of Captain Earnest Medina and
Lt. William Calley (b. 1943) began killing civilians. Haeberle had three cameras – one
loaded with black and white film issued by the army, and two personal cameras, both
loaded with color film. Haeberle began shooting the massacre, but he did not turn over
the images to his commander because of the fear that they would be destroyed, and they
were not seen by the public until November 20, 1969. After his discharge, Haeberle
agreed to allow The Plain Dealer in Cleveland, Ohio, to publish some of his
photographs.192 He later sold some of the images to Life, which published some on
December 5, 1969.193 While military authorities knew about the massacre immediately,
they covered it up until the publication and public outcry made further denial impossible.
Corpse of a Vietnamese Civilian Killed by American Soldiers during the Mỹ
Lai Massacre (March 16, 1968) is one of the more graphic images from the series (fig.
22). It shows a woman disemboweled with part of her skull shot away. Such an image is
difficult to view, to say the least, compounded by the fact that it is in color. Like
photographs of the Holocaust, Haeberle’s images of Mỹ Lai encourage outrage that such
an event could take place. Relative to the U.S. military’s initial position – General
William Westmoreland (1914-2005) at first congratulated the 20th Infantry for such a
successful operation – an oppositional reading of the photograph rises to the surface.194
Indeed, one of the most graphic photographs of the massacre was used as the basis for a
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poster used in anti-war rallies across the U.S. throughout the remainder of the War. Based
on Haeberle’s image, Jon Hendricks, Frazer Dougherty, and Irving Petlin of the Art
Workers Coalition created a poster that added the text: “Q: And babies? A: And babies”
(fig. 23 and fig. 24). The poster emerged as a strong expression of opposition to the war
itself, supporting the chant leveled at soldiers as “baby killers.”
Eliciting strong emotion is a key component moderating the reception of many of
the most famous photographs associated with the Vietnam War. On one hand, hatred of
the enemy could serve as a motivating message. This evident in Horst Faas’s gruesome
image entitled U.S. Paratrooper of the “Hatchet Team,” B Company, 502 Battalion,
101st Airborne division, Holds the Severed Head of a Viet Cong Guerilla (December 12,
1965; fig. 25). The image is encoded to encourage the viewers’ understanding of why the
“Hatchet Team” beheaded the man – the caption explains that the Viet Cong wounded
several men by lobbing a grenade and thus incited the beheading. Furthermore, beheading
is implied to be the logical outcome of fierce hand-to-hand combat in the jungle. Yet in
the process of decoding and negotiating meaning, the viewer wonders why member of the
101st Airborne would carry hatchets in the first place. Additionally, comparison between
the helpless, mutilated head of the Viet Cong victim and the smirking American
paratrooper is a grim reminder of the potential for amoral actions in the heat of battle. An
oppositional reading of the photograph inclines toward the outright criminal actions of
the paratrooper, who has exercised a brutality that goes beyond to confines of legitimate
action in battle. Holding the vanquished enemy’s head aloft as a trophy is suggestive of
primitive ritual as opposed to honorable, soldierly behavior.
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Emotion played a role in other images to emerge from the Vietnam War,
particularly in the context of collateral damage. A photograph by Horst Faas captured
public attention for their ability to elicit sympathy. First, Father Holds the Body of his
Child as South Vietnamese Army Rangers Look down from Their Armored Vehicle
(March 19, 1964; fig. 26) attracted attention. Faas won a Pulitzer Prize for this
photograph in 1965. The poignancy of the image hinges on the impassive vulnerability of
the dead child held in the father’s arms compared to the attentive urgency of the men
aboard the armored troop carried. Although all of the figures are Asian, the photograph
speaks to universal values of familial devotion, capturing in a single instant the tension
between warfare and humanity. Each viewer puts him or herself in place of the father,
imploring that the soldiers do something and yet knowing that his pleas are futile. A child
has died and each viewer wished to ascribe blame. Yet there is no possibility of
satisfaction. Try as they might, the soldiers aboard the troop carrier are as helpless as is
the limp child. A negotiated reading of the photograph would point out how it functions
as a protest against war in a general manner, like Friedrich’s Krieg dem Kriege! (1924),
and is ultimately as ineffective in forestalling the inevitability of conflict and the resultant
collateral damage.
The viewer is confronted with the same kind of universal-in-the-particular
dynamic in Larry Burrows’ Grieving Widow the Body of Her Husband near Hue (April
11, 1965; fig. 27). The caption informs us that the man had been killed more than a year
earlier, and his body has presumably only recently been discovered. Shrouded in plastic,
it is not possible to see the actual body. Indeed, the body seems almost too small to be an
adult. Yet it is possible to discern the outline with the man’s head and feet defined by
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tightly bound cords. The detail that strikes the viewer most is the uncontrolled expression
of grief expressed by the young woman, a trail of spittle handing from her mouth as she
shields her face against the sun and grasps his long-dead face through the plastic with her
right proper hand. Again, an Asian figure is framed as familiar. Although her clothing
and especially the straw hat mark her as foreign, her expression of emotion is
recognizable and instantly apprehensible to all audiences.
However, the photograph that had the largest impact, even more than Malcolm
Browne’s image of the summary execution on the streets of Saigon, is known by the
shorthand “Accidental Napalm,” taken by Nick Ut on June 8, 1972 (fig. 28). Published in
The New York Times as Terror of War in June 9, 1972 and Life Magazine the following
December, a single photograph taken by Nick Ut of 9-year-old Phan Thi Kim Phuc (b.
1963) running down the street, the flesh handing from her naked body, screaming in pain,
seemingly captured and encapsulated all that was wrong about the war.195 Many
commentators have pointed out the role of the photograph in turning public sentiment
against the war. For example, Michael D. Sherer connected this photograph in particular
to shifting public opinion against the war.196 Sontag made the offhand comment, without
supporting evidence, that “a naked South Vietnamese girl just sprayed by American
napalm, running down a highway toward the camera, her arms open, screaming with pain
– probably did more to increase the public revulsion against the war than a hundred hours
of televised barbarities.”197 However, as Michael Griffin pointed out recently, Terror or
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War had less of an immediate effect on the public consciousness than is often supposed
until it won a Pulitzer Prize in 1973.198 Indeed, the photographs by Haeberle of Mỹ Lai
massacre published in 1969 probably did more to inflame antiwar protests that did Terror
or War. Going further, Robert Hariman and John Lucaites contended that rather than
galvanize public outrage against the war, The Terror of War provided the public with an
opportunity to formulate a succinct response to diffuse ideas that they already were
entertaining. In terms familiar to Pierre Bourdieu, the photograph emerged as iconic
because it “offers a performance of social relationships that provide a basis for moral
comprehension” of a general set of ideas that were in the air.199 Thus, The Terror of War,
like all war photographs, operates not so much as a pro- or anti-war screed, but allows
multiple and competing readings based on the particular social context in which they are
consumed.
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CHAPTER V- CONCLUSION
This dissertation has considered images of death connected to warfare in three
distinct eras – the 1860s, the 1940s, and the 1960s and 1970s. Death is a necessary part of
war. Survivors, family members, friends, and bystanders are forced to accept the brutal
inevitability that some or many of those who go off to war either willingly or through
coercion shall be killed. And yet, to be confronted with a photographic image of death as
a palpable and enduring reminder of the stark reality offers little comfort. While images
of enemy dead may feed nationalistic, xenophobic, or prurient interests for a time,
schadenfreude is likely to fade.
More germane to this dissertation, the findings support the contention made by
David Domke, Meg Spratt, and David Permutter that “claims about the persuasive power
of visual images far outstrip actual evidence of such influence.”200 Photographers from
the Associated Press daily submit images of the suffering of civilians in Syria, and yet
only a handful of these photographs enter into the news cycle. The poignant image of
Alan Kurdi washed up on the beach in early September 2015 captured international
attention for a time, but even that effect gradually faded and outrage against the
brutalities of dictators become muddled as fresh evidence of war crimes is daily
presented in photographs.201 And yet it is also an overstatement to suggest that the
demand for strong images of the dead and dying has waned. As Sontag argued, “shock
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has become a leading stimulus of consumption and source of value.”202 Indeed, as
William Rush observed more than two centuries ago, “real emotions’ are excited by
representations, whether one has a personal connection to the individual suffering or
not.203 Likewise, Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites contended that powerful
photographs of suffering have an emotional impact that is immediate and inescapable.204
Whether photographs of war causalities have a broad impact on society remains
an open question. While a there are documented instances of a photograph having direct
effects on public opinion, such publication of Haeberle’s photographs of the Mỹ
Lai massacre, Malcolm Browne’s photograph of the self-immolation of Thích Quảng
Đức, Nick Ut’s photograph of Kim Phuc, Strock’s photograph of three dead American
Soldiers, Margaret Bourke-White and Lee Miller’s ghastly images of Nazi death camps,
or general observations about the shock effect of Brady’s exhibition in New York, the
findings of this study has not supported correlation between negative attitudes toward war
and the frequency of images of dead bodies. In fact, the distribution of images of dead
bodies connected to warfare appears at a relatively uniform and constant rate throughout
the span of the individual conflicts as well as across the three conflicts under
examination.
Similarly, the frequency of abject photographs that horrify or repel made in the
context of the Civil War, World War II, and the Vietnam War remains fairly constant.
Likewise, the percentage of images that construct enemy soldiers as foreigners, “others,”
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racially inferior, and even subhuman is fairly consistent in both World War II and
Vietnam. Since there are few images emphasizing racial distinction among the small
group of Civil War photographs, the issue of race is less apparent. Nevertheless, Remains
of Union Dead on the Battlefield, Cold Harbor, by John Reekie (fig. 5) suggests that the
racial identify of subjects was a central dynamic in connection with the theme of
mortality. Beginning in 1941, conceptions of race associated with Asian subjects
emerged as a central concern. While the quantitative analysis does not strongly support a
correlation between the incidence of graphic morbidity and enemy soldiers of a race other
than Caucasian, qualitative analysis suggests that photographs of dead Asian soldiers and
civilians, especially those which have emerged as iconic, are much more common than
those depicting the graphic morbidity of Caucasian soldiers or civilians.
Strock’s photographs of dead soldiers on Buna Beach during World War II
illustrate this point. Whereas his An American Soldier Stands over a Dying Jap He Has
Just Been Forced to Shoot (fig. 10) and This is “Maggot Beach,” (fig. 11) were both
published in Life, February 15, 1943, images of dead American soldiers were embargoed
until they were authorized for publication in Life on September 20, 1943. Image from the
Holocaust and the aftermath of the Atomic bomb also focus on the abjection and
suffering of “others.” In the first case, the Nazi’s constructed Jewish, Roma, and other
subjects as less desirable than the supposed Aryan Master Race, and thus treated their
corpse as abject objects on a scale that defies explanation. The images taken by Lee
Miller and Margaret Bourke-White are framed to emphasize this aspect. In the second
case, American military commanders failed to consider the devastating effect of dropping
atomic bombs on population centers in Japan. Thus, photographs depicting the bodies of
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Asian civilians obliterated in the Nagasaki and Hiroshima bomb blasts are framed to
express the surprise about the catastrophic effects of nuclear fission.
Likewise, the most graphic images of dead bodies from the Vietnam war, such as
those taken by Ronald L. Haeberle, including Corpse of a Vietnamese Civilian Killed by
American Soldiers during the Mỹ Lai Massacre (fig. 22) taken on March 16, 1968, and
Dang Van Phoc’s Bayonet in the Head of a North Vietnamese Soldier (fig. 21) taken July
31, 1966, feature Asian subjects as the victims of particularly brutal warfare. The level of
abjection evident in the photographs is shocking and even demeaning. The negative
images that have emerged as iconic such as Browne’s photograph of Thích Quảng Đức
(fig. 17) and The Terror of War by Nick Ut (fig. 28) also place Asian subjects in a
position of vulnerability and victimhood. One would be hard pressed to find a similar
iconic image showing the helpless suffering of an American soldier.
As suggested by images of the Holocaust and the Mỹ Lai massacre, there is a risk
that much horror can have a deleterious effect on the viewer, producing the opposite
outcome from what was intended. This was the concern that U. S. government officials
considered when weighing the release of images of dead American soldiers in 1943 –
whether playing the “death card” would inspire patriotism and resolve or lead to a waning
of public support for the war.205 As K. Grant proposed, images that have an effect should
be “tolerably shocking” so that they “mobilize protest while respectful of evolving
normative limits.” Going beyond these limits transgresses the “safe emotional distance”
necessary to raise conscientiousness without inspiring only revulsion and thus alienating
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empathy.206 This is the concern that Sontag expressed in On Photography, that shocking
images had the tendency to subvert the intention of the photographer to inspire action, and
also anesthetize the viewer. Strock’s photograph of dead Americans was intended by the
U. S. government was to inspire a deep-seeded, even unconscious empathy with the men
who suffered and thus inspire resolve to win the war – a preferred reading. The difficulty,
as Taylor pointed out, is that presenting horrifying pictures while at the same time
maintaining a “restrained polite voice” risks encouraging negotiated or even oppositional
readings depending on the context and viewers’ subject position.207 Going back to
Edmund Burke and Benjamin Rush, controlling the meanings attached to expressions of
the sublime is notoriously difficult to control, with the viewers’ embrace of madness or at
least neuroses a very real possible outcome.208
Some of the limitations of this study stem from lack of access to centralized
sample of images. To date, neither the Associated Press nor other news agencies offers a
complete inventory of all photographs. Questions remain about the indexing of subjects,
complicating the ability of researcher to find all available images in digital form. The
ability for this author to search thousands or even hundreds of thousands of photographs
manually proved a daunting task that represents a limitation but present an opportunity
for future research. It is for this reason that the author did not tackle the daunting task of
including photographs of dead bodies made by military photographers held at the
National Archives or the Pentagon. This rich source of images offers great potential for
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future research into the distribution and nature of photographs of dead and morally
wounded individuals made in the context of war. In particular, the so-called “Chamber of
Horrors” at the Pentagon includes thousand of photographs deemed too graphic for public
consumption. Perhaps it is just as well not to have examined these images. Haeberle’s
photographs of the Mỹ Lai massacre provide a glimpse of how horrifying photographs of
dead soldiers and civilians can be.
Although the Civil War photographs came from a single source (the Library of
Congress) and were made by a limited group of individuals (photographers in the circle
of Mathew Brady), the analysis conducted here offers a significant number of images to
constitute a reliable if preliminary sample indicating the distribution of frames. A degree
of confidence is thus warranted that similar results would result with a larger, more
complete sample of photograph featuring dead and mortally wounded people in the
context of war. The qualitative analysis is based on a limited number of photographs and
contingent on the experience and capabilities of the analyst.
Comparing the results of this analysis of photographs made in the context of three
wars with more recent wars such as the Iraq wars, Afghanistan wars, and the ongoing
Syrian crisis is another area for future research. The sheer number of photographs that
have emerged from the Syrian crisis represents a daunting task, but offers a
comprehensive sample for analysis. The Associated Press and Getty/Time Life website
each offer over 1,000 images of relevant photographs depicting the subjects who are dead
or mortally wounded, compared to a more limited number of images associated with
World War II or the Vietnam War. Additionally, the wars and crises that emerged after
1990 offer additional dimensions for examination that did not exist in previous wars. It
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would also be illuminating to examine the role of digital photography, social media,
citizen journalists in relation to the production and dissemination of images of dead
individuals. All of these transformations have affected the way that people understand
conflict. Balancing the “right to know” against the “potential for harm or discomfort”
represents a delicate balance that media gatekeepers have traditionally maintained.209
Although this study considered many aspects of visual culture, it focused on still
imagery. The role of film during World War II and television media beginning in the
Vietnam era represents an area that could be explored in concert with photojournalism.
For example, Tal Morse’s study of media representations of death and horror in Israeli
news media during the 1990s and 2000s offers an excellent methodological framework
for considering the contiguous relationship between still and moving images and textual
description.210 Morse concluded that the Israeli media effectively balanced the
contradictory pull between wanting to reveal the pragmatic facts of suicide bombings
effect on Israeli civilians and protecting the sensibilities of family members by replacing
close ups with long shots, limiting the explicitness of abject images, and substituting
verbal description for images. When the dead were non-Israelis, media diverted from
these tactics.211
Finally, a number of disparate threads have been raised but not fully explored. For
example, what role does historic memory and commemoration play in the reception of
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photographs of dead and injuring during war? How did censorship and self-censorship
affect the production and dissemination of unpleasant images? Are there particular
features with regard to framing that contribute to a photograph emerging as iconic? Is it
possible to assess whether or not image of dead and dying people in the context of war
desensitize members of the public? Examining how the images taken in news settings
were disseminated and consumed through a meta-analysis in comparison to the effect on
emotions, memory, political opinions, and effects on culture is one aspiration for future
study.
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APPENDIX A – CODING SHEET FOR PHOTOGRAPHS

A. Major Subjects – dead, injured or threatened considered
1. None
2. Dead Individual
3. Wounded Individual
4. Dead Grouping, 5 or less
5. Wounded Grouping, 5 or less
6. Dead Grouping, 6- 20
7. Wounded Grouping, 6 - 20
8. Dead Grouping, More than 20, Mass
9. Wounded Grouping, More than 20, Mass
B. Number of Human Subjects – all subjects presented in photograph
1. None
2. One individual
3. Group of 5 or less
4. Group of 6 to 20
5. Group more than 20, Mass
C. Injury-the subject(s) is depicted as deceased, having major injuries, having minor
injuries, or no injuries:
1. None: no visual indication of injury is apparent
2. Minor Injuries: the victim(s) have some indication of suffering trauma
3. Major Injuries: there is depicted reference to subjects suffering significant or
life-threatening trauma
4. Dead: the subject(s) are depicted as deceased; alternately metonymical
reference is made to deceased bodies.
D. Subject’s Racial Identity – generally determined by contextual information
accompanying photograph
1. None
2. Caucasian
3. African American
4. Jewish
5. Asian
6. Mixed
7. Indeterminate
E. Level of Subject Activity – includes all individuals present in photograph
1. None
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2. Passive
3. Active
F. Time of injury or casualty
1. None
2. Precedent
3. In progress
4. Aftermath
G. Level of Graphic Morbidity
1. None
2. Minor
3. Moderate
4. Graphic, Vivid
H. Level of Abjection (Subjective Horror Incited by Image)
1. None
2. Low
3. Moderate
4. High
I. Implied Social Commentary
1. Not Apparent
2. Apparent
J. Implied Suggestion of Racial Inferiority of Subject -“Anti-other” or “Foreignness“
Frame
1. Not Apparent
2. Apparent
K. Cause
1. None
2. Casualty of War
3. Casualty of Disaster
4. Casualty of Accident
5. Casualty of Intentional Harm (e.g. murder, execution, or genocide)
L. Tone
1. Negative
2. Neutral
3. Positive
M. Human Subjects
1. Military Association
2. Civilian Association
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3. Mixed
4. Indeterminate
N. Site
1. On site of casualty
2. Location remote from casualty
O. Format
1. Close-up: the subject is primarily in the foreground
2. Medium: the subject is in the middle distance
3. Distant: the subject is in the distance
P. Themes
1. Loss: depicts loss of lives, including images of the dead and metonymical
reference to death, such as body parts or personal effects of the deceased
2. Gain: depicts lives being saved, or survivors (may co-occur with injury
frame)
3. Commemoration: ceremonial or metonyms referring to remembrance of the
victims
4. Newsgathering or information seeking: emphasis on dispassionate quest for
information
Q. Content Frame212
1. Pragmatic frame: showing the reality of casualty in physical terms, e.g.
photographs of damage and destruction
2. Conflict frame: conflict and disagreement among individuals, groups, or
organizations
3. Morality frame: event, problem, or issue in the context of morals, social
prescriptions, and religious tenets
4. Economic frame: event, problem, or issue in terms of the consequences it will
have to the financial wellbeing of individual
5. Human-interest frame: emphasis on human figures, with identifiable faces that
are to viewers, and a concentration on personal vignettes to generate emotional
reactions
6. Political frame/attribution of responsibility: leaders of countries or
corporations, or people in a position of responsibility for security, oversight or
safety as well as attributing responsibility for a cause or solution to either the
government or to an individual or group
R. Image Source
1. Government
2. Industry/Commercial
3. Photojournalist
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4. Public/Eyewitness
5. Artist
S. Depiction of Physical Harm
1. None
2. Metonymical/Metaphoric
3. Actual
T. Presence of Violent Action
1. None
2. Minor/Incidental
3. Major/Central Action
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APPENDIX B –FIGURES213

Link to Photo:
https://arthistoryproject.com/artists/hippolyte-bayard/self-portrait-as-drowned-man/

Figure 1: Hippolyte Bayard, Le Noyé (Self-Portrait as a Drowned Man), 1840.
Cyanotype on paper. Societie Francaise de Photographie, Paris.
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Images from the Library of Congress and Smithsonian Institution have been included because they are
in the public domain. Links have been provided for photographs that are either not in the public domain or
raise questions about rights and reproduction.
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Figure 2: Alexander Gardner, Gardner’s Photographic Sketchbook of the War.
Washington, D. C.: Philip & Solomon, 1865-1866. Library of Congress Prints and
Photographs Division Washington, D.C., E468.7.G2.
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Figure 3: Timothy O’Sullivan, Harvest of Death, July 1863. From Alexander Gardner’s
Gardner’s Photographic Sketchbook of the War. Washington D.C.: Philip & Solomon,
1866. Albumen print. Library of Congress, LC-B818407964-Al
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Figure 4: Alexander Gardner, Federal Soldier Disemboweled by a Shell at the Battle of
Gettysburg, July 5, 1863. Albumen print. Library of Congress, LC-B811-274
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Figure 5: John Reekie, Remains of Union Dead on the Battlefield, Cold Harbor, Virginia,
April 1865. Albumen print. Library of Congress, LC-B811-918.
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Link to Photo:
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1945/05/06/issue.html

Figure 6: Lee Miller, “The World Must Not Forget,” The New York Times, May 6, 1945.

Link to Photo:
https://archive.vogue.com/article/19450601146

Figure 7: Lee Miller, Photographs Accompanying “Germans Are Like This, Vogue, June
1945.
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Link to Photo :
https://pro.magnumphotos.com/CS.aspx?VP3=SearchResult&VBID=2K1HZOBV3NCJ3
E&SMLS=1&RW=1280&RH=810

Figure 8: George Rodger, Dead Member of a Japanese Bomber Crew Shot Down by the
Flying Tigers, Mingaladon Air Field, Rangoon, 1942. Magnum, LON1350.

Link to Photo:
http://www.apimages.com/metadata/Index/Watchf-AP-I-URY-APHS347869-WWIIShips-Axis-Crew-Dead/d8267e2be28f47f79c9c4f5e74027aef/1/0

Figure 9: Associated Press, Bodies of 36 Nazi Sailors from Admiral Graf Spree in Coffins
Awaiting Burial in Montevideo, Uruguay, December 15, 1939. Associated Press
APHS347869.
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Link to Photo:
https://books.google.com/books?id=MVEEAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA23&lpg=PA23&dq=A
n+American+Soldier+Stands+over+a+Dying+Jap+He+Has+Just+Been+Forced+to+Shot
+life&source=bl&ots=mRxSyzjt2&sig=ACfU3U0bCVvjZ7L8ax5IYjLWtKWAcr4klg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahU
KEwjruOCK6Z3oAhVSPK0KHcO5APYQ6AEwAHoECAIQAQ#v=onepage&q=An%2
0American%20Soldier%20Stands%20over%20a%20Dying%20Jap%20He%20Has%20J
ust%20Been%20Forced%20to%20Shoot%20life&f=false

Figure 10: George Strock, An American Soldier Stands over a Dying Jap He Has Just
Been Forced to Shoot. The Jap Had Been Hiding in the Landing Barge, Shooting at US
Troops, 1942, as published in Life on February 15, 1943, p. 23.

Link to Photo:
https://books.google.com/books?id=MVEEAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA23&dq=Life,+%22this
+is+maggot+beach%22+1943&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj3mLjOodzoAhUICKwKH
dv_D7wQ6AEwAXoECAQQAg#v=onepage&q=Life%2C%20%22this%20is%20maggo
t%20beach%22%201943&f=false

Figure 11: George Strock, This is “Maggot Beach,” published in Life, February 15, 1943,
p. 26.
125

Link to Photo:
https://books.google.com/books?id=UlAEAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=g
bs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false

Figure 12: George Strock, Three Dead Americans on the Beach at Buna, 1942, published
in Life, September 20, 1943, p. 35.

Link to Photo:
https://pro.magnumphotos.com/CS.aspx?VP3=SearchResult&VBID=2K1HZOBV3NG9
5A&SMLS=1&RW=1280&RH=810

Figure 13: Robert Capa, American Soldier Killed by a German Sniper, also known as The
Picture of the Last Man to Die, April 18, 1945. Magnum, PAR50408.
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Link to Photo:
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/former-camp-guard-anneliesekohlmann-is-forced-to-bury-the-news-photo/78680891?adppopup=true

Figure 14: George Rodger, Former Camp Guard Anneliese Kohlmann is Forced to Bury
the Victims at the Liberated Bergen-Belsen Concentration Camp in Lower Saxony, May
1945. Getty Images, 78680891.

Link to Photo:
https://pro.magnumphotos.com/CS.aspx?VP3=SearchResult&VBID=2K1HZOBV3NKA
UN&SMLS=1&RW=1280&RH=810

Figure 15: Yŏshuke Yamahata, The Charred Body of a Victim at the Epicenter Area of
Nagasaki, August 10, 1945. Magnum, PAR59063.
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Link to Photo:
https://pro.magnumphotos.com/CS.aspx?VP3=SearchResult&VBID=2K1HZOBV3NK7
N0&SMLS=1&RW=1280&RH=810

Figure 16: Yŏshuke Yamahata, Stunned Survivors in Nagasaki, August 10, 1945.
Magnum, PAR59070.

Link to Photo:
http://100photos.time.com/photos/malcolm-browne-burning-monk

Figure 17: Malcolm Browne, Self-Immolation of Buddhist Monk Thích Quảng Đức, June
11, 1963.
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Link to Photo:
https://www.worldpressphoto.org/collection/photo/1968/35727/1/1968-eddie-adams-wy

Figure 18: Eddie Adams, Nguyễn Ngọc Loan executing Nguyễn Văn Lém, February 1,
1968.

Link to Photo:
http://www.apimages.com/metadata/Index/Watchf-AP-I-VNM-APHS313213-VietnamWar/90f6553349324bb0b2a0ee42317aea45/24/0

Figure 19: Unknown Photographer, Dead Marine and Comrade at Le May, near the Da
Nang Airbase, May 8, 1965. Associated Press, 650508189.
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Link to Photo:
http://www.apimages.com/metadata/Index/Associated-Press-International-NewsVietnam-SOL-/5b16d2c860e5da11af9f0014c2589dfb/1/0

Figure 20: Koichiro Morita, South Vietnamese Marine Carries the Body of a Comrade
near Quant Tri, April 30, 1972. Associated Press, 720430012.

Link to Photo:
http://www.apimages.com/metadata/Index/Watchf-Associated-Press-International-NewsViet-/1a1ee95f5c9a43c08a808f525c73dba6/1/0

Figure 21: Dang Van Phuoc, Bayonet in the Head of a North Vietnamese Soldier, July 31,
1966. Associated Press, 660404058
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Link to Photo:
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/corpse-of-vietnamese-civilian-killed-byamerican-soldiers-news-photo/50538000?adppopup=true

Figure 22: Ronald L. Haeberle, Corpse of a Vietnamese Civilian Killed by American
Soldiers during the Mỹ Lai Massacre, March 16, 1968. Getty Images, 50538000.
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Figure 23: Art Workers’ Coalition (Jon Hendricks, Frazer Dougherty, and Irving Petlin),
Q: And babies? A: And babies., 1970, offset lithograph on paper, Smithsonian American
Art Museum, Gift of John Hendricks, 2017.10.
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Link to Photo:
https://books.google.com/books?id=mFAEAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=g
bs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false

Figure 24: Original photograph that inspired the Art Workers’ Coalition poster, taken by
Ronald L. Haeberle, March 16, 1968, and published in Life, December 5, 1969, p. 38.

Link to Photo:
http://www.apimages.com/metadata/Index/Watchf-AP-I-VNM-APHS-Vietnam-WarViet-Cong-Dead/8848bf47031647f5a18523182432703f/1/0

Figure 25: Horst Faas, U.S. Paratrooper of the “Hatchet Team,” B Company, 502
Battalion, 101st Airborne division, Holds the Severed Head of a Viet Cong Guerilla,
December 12, 1965, Associated Press, 901045030123
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Link to Photo:
http://www.apimages.com/metadata/Index/Watchf-ASSOCIATED-PRESS-I-VNMAPHS141-VIETNAM-W-/8f463946e24a43e182beb83e8c23e6d4/1/0

Figure 26: Horst Faas, Father Holds the Body of his Child as South Vietnamese Army
Rangers Look down from Their Armored Vehicle, March 19, 1964, Associated Press
640319054.

Link to Photo:
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/grieving-widow-crying-over-plasticbag-containing-remains-news-photo/53368656

Figure 27: Larry Burrows, Grieving Widow the Body of Her Husband near Hue, April 11,
1965. Getty Images, 53368656
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Link to Photo:
http://www.apimages.com/metadata/Index/Watchf-AP-I-VNM-APHS021000-VietnamNapalm-1972/e674e44489a54fbca89b41a7d821b89e/1/1

Figure 28: Huynh Cong “Nick” Ut, The Terror of War, also known as Accidental
Napalm, or Napalm Girl, June 8, 1972. Associated Press, 7206080850
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